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COLLABORATOR’S NOTE

To those who may have read Dr. Ossendowski’s first
English book, Beasts, Men and Gods, there must have oc-
curred questions as to the previous life and training of
this man which may have fitted him or even have made it
possible for him to live through the entirely unusual ex-
periences which he has recorded in that volume. Many
such inquiries have been addressed to me since the book
first appeared and have made it apparent that there
exists a sufficient interest in the earlier career of this
traveler to warrant probing deeper into his far from
ordinary life.

As he had already suggested to me that he had seen
much that was unusual and interesting in Siberia, which
ought not only appeal to those seeking an hour’s diver-
sion, but which also merited preservation as a part of the
tremendous thus far unwritten record wherein are to be
found the geneses of the Russian cataclysm, I enthusiasti-
cally fell in with his suggestion to incorporate this ma-
terial in a series of further volumes and sketched out with
him some of these possibilities.

Even with the far-flung horizon which, this first
manuscript shows, sought to bound his life, it is almost
necessary, if the reader is to possess an adequate plastic
in which to set these isolated and highly coloured mosaics
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of his unusual career, to know at the outset something
further of his antecedents. .

It will help the reader to realize some of the mental
versatility and physical vigor of this seemingly anachro-
nistic traveler when he learns that Dr. Ossendowski was
early recognized as one of the leading authorities on the
coals and carboniferous deposits along the Pacific Prov-
inces from the Behring Straits to Korea; that he knows
intimately a large percentage of the placer and quartz gold
mines of all Siberia; that he acted as Fuel Administrator
for the Russian Armies under General Kuropatkin during
the Russo-Japanese War; that he was during the Great
War also despatched on a special investigating expedition
into Mongolia when he acquired his first knowledge of
that tongue; that for years he acted as Adviser and
assistant in industrial matters to Count Witte during the
latter’s membership in the Council of State; that he had
done distinguishing work in industrial chemistry which
subsequently brought him a professorship in science in the
Polytechnic Institute at Petrograd, where he also held a
chair in industrial geography; that his mining experience
carried him to a position as one of the leading directors
of the All-Russian Council of Gold and Platinum Miners,
and brought with it later the editorship of the mining
journal, Gold and Platinum; that he was well and promi-
nently known as a journalist and writer in both the Polish
and Russian languages, having published more than fif-
teen volumes of a general character in addition to many
scientific brochures and more formal works; that the out-
break of the War found him as Adviser to the Council of
the Navy; and that he turned up after the Bolshevik
Revolution as a professor in the High Polytechnic Insti-
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tute at Omsk after Siberia had been liberated from Bol-
shevik rule and was from there drafted by Kolchak into
service in his government as a Member of the Ministry
of Finance and Agriculture. It was the disintegration of
this Siberian Government that sent him into the forests
of the Yenesei, and gave to us the unique narrative of
Beasts, Men and Gods.

A chapter in his life that seems somewhat contradictory
in fact put is really quite consonant in principle with his
known reactions was his Presidency in the last days of
1905 of the Far Eastern Revolutionary Government with
its Headquarters at Harbin. Sharing with many Russian
subjects the bitter disappointment of the Tsar’s repudia-
tion of his manifesto of October 17, 1905, he consented
to lead the movement in the Orient that should split east-
ern Siberia off from Russia and worked for a short sixty
days at the head of the organized effort to accomplish
this end with sub-committees in Vladivostok, Blagoves-
chensk, and Chita. When the Revolution of 1905
crumbled, it naturally carried down with it this outpost in
the Orient and Dr. Ossendowski, with his associates was
arrested and tried.

On the night of January 15/16, 1906, he and Engineers
S. Nowakowski, W. Lepeshinsky, Maksimov, Wlasenko,
and K. Dreyer, and the lawyer, A. Koslowsky, together
with thirty-seven others, were seized. Though he had
been forewarned and an escape arranged for him, he pre-
ferred to share the fate of his associates and stand trial.
In this he was condemned to death, but his sentence was
changed to imprisonment for two years through the inter-
vention of Count Witte.

From the time of his arrest and initial incarceration on
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January 16, he was alternatively in the Russian prisons
of Harbin, Habarovsk, Nikolaievsk, and Vladivostok, and
finally in the Fortress of Peter and Paul in Petrograd.
Through having served part of his term in the criminal
prisons of the Orient, he had his two years commuted by
about five months, so that he was released on September
27, 1907, from the Fortress on the Neva.

Of his three chief associates, Nowakowski is now in
Posen, Poland, Lepeshinsky is dead, and K. Dreyer dur-
ing the War was a Director of the Putiloff Works in
Petrograd.

With such an intimate knowledge of the inner life of
Russian criminal and military prisons, the story of which
he will probably embody in his next volume, he knows
whereof he speaks when he writes about the conditions in
Sakhalin and the fugitive prisoners who come into these
pages.

Since the break-up of the Kolchak Government and Dr.
Ossendowski’s escape from the Bolsheviks back into civi-
lization, he has continued to attach interest to his career
by serving through the Washington Conference as an Ad-
viser to the Polish Embassy on Far Eastern affairs, and
by preparing almost immediately afterwards in connec-
tion with the Conference at Genoa, a well-known French
pamphlet, “L’Asie, L’Europe et les Soviets,” published in
Paris.

At present, he holds a professorship in two institutions
at Warsaw, the Military Academy of the Polish General
Staff and the Commercial Academy, and by his prolific
and versatile pen is assuming a leading place among
Polish writers.

There is a sad coincidence so intimately associated with
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the making of this book that I have asked the permission
of Dr. Ossendowski to be allowed to incorporate a men-
tion of it in this introductory note. It is, that the two
people who had the greatest influence in the living of
some of its narratives and in the preservation of the
records which made the detailed writing of them at the
present time possible, have both died since the manuscript
was completed in the original Polish text. They were
Dr. Ossendowski’s mother and Professor Zaleski, who
passed away on May 6 and July 11, 1923, respectively. It
was with Professor Zaleski that two of the exploring ex-
peditions described in this volume were undertaken; and
it was Dr. Os ndowski’s mother who, when she escaped
from Bolshevik Russia in 1920, brought out with her as
actually the only things which she saved from all their
possessions, the notes of her son’s Asiatic expeditions and
copies of five of his works in Russian, in which he had
published some of the narratives embodied here.
Between these two persons so intimately connected
with the writer’s life, there was also another incident that
merits record for those who may have read the story of
Dr. Osseadowski’s escape in his Beasts, Men and Gods.
It happened that in a forest near a town on the Yenesei
the clothing and mangled skeleton were found of a man
who had been devoured by wolves. In the pocket of the
coat, which the wolves had torn to pieces but not de-
stroyed, there was discovered by Bolshevik partisans the
passport of Dr. Ossendowski. As he was so well known
and so badly wanted by the Bolshevik rulers of this
Siberian town, great rejoicing followed the discovery of
his documents and the news of the death of this well-
known enemy of Bolshevism was spread through all the
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Red Organs in Siberia and Russia. Professor Zaleski
when he escaped brought out this news to Dr. Ossen-
dowski’s mother and in June of 1921 she had a memorial
Mass and service celebrated for him in the church at
Warsaw. It stands as a beautiful tribute to her truly
motherly confidence in him that, in spite of her ordering
of, and participation in, this service to his memory, she
continued in her heart to believe that he was still alive
and would one day return to her.

It remains only to explain how his passport came to be
found in the pocket of the torn coat to justify her faith.
In a struggle with a party of Bolsheviks in a forest Dr.
Ossendowski, in defense of his own life, made a Com-
missar pay the price the latter would have exacted from
this fugitive man of education and, being in need of docu-
ments more useful and less compromising than those in
his own name, simply removed the Commissar’s papers
from his pocket and left his own undesirable ones in their
place.

Lewis STANTON PALEN

LE BOUVERET,
Switzerland,
August 17, 1923.



PREFACE

WE Poles are historically united with Siberia and Asia.
As far back as the thirteenth century we held the line of
Western civilization against the onsweeping Yellow
Horde under Jenghiz-Khan, and many of our country-
men who were captured in the battles with them were
carried to the shores of the Pacific and the summits of
Kwen-lun,

Later, after the partition of Poland, the Russian Tsars
banished multitudes of Poles to Siberia, dooming them to
suffering and death. Half of Asia knew our martyrs,
who in their clanking chains toiled along the endless
Siberian road from the Urals to the river Lena to un-
avoidable death; and all this only because as individuals
they would not bow to the conqueror from the north but
defended their country courageously and faithfully.

During the last fifty years of the Tsar’s régime, Polish
employees, doctors, scholars, and soldiers were by choice
sent to Siberia, in the Russian Government’s effort to
keep its Polish subjects as far as possible from their own
country. ‘

At the inauguration of the Siberian Club in Petrograd
I remember one of the guests, a Pole, saying with ready
wit:

“We Poles have two countries: one is Poland; the
other, Siberia.”
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My own life has also been in a great measure con-
nected with Siberia. For about ten years I passed most
of my time there, studying coal, salt, gold, or petroleum
veins, or making scientific expeditions to investigate the
numerous mineral and healing springs, some of which
were exceptionally strong and efficacious.

It is significant and characteristic that, wandering over
all Siberia, from the Urals to the Pacific and from the
Indian frontier to the Arctic regions, I frequently met
other Polish explorers, such as Professors Stanislaw
Zaleski, Leonard Jaczewski, Charles Bohdanowicz, J.
Raczkowski, Engineers Batzevitch, Rozycki, and others.
These unexpected meetings, somewhere on the deserted
shores of Kulunda Lake, on the Altai prairies, or among
the rocks on the shores of the Okhotsk Sea seemed
strange. But such are the decrees of Fate, that Polish
trails are to cross in every quarter of the globe. It is only
now that we again have our own country toward which
we all tend, bringing back to it the material and spiritual
riches we may have gained.

During the most varied adventures extending over a
period of many years, I gathered a store of deep impres-
sions and remembrances, some of which I have attempted
to set down in this narrative. Purely scientific descrip-
tions of these travels appeared at different times in certain
scientific magazines or in separate books; but they were
all published in Russian, as I made these expeditions
under the orders of the Russian Government or for scien-
tific or industrial Russian institutions.

FERDINAND OSSENDOWSKI

Warsaw, PoLaND
J::e 15, 1023,
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MAN AND MYSTERY IN ASIA

Part I
THE LAND OF VANISHED NOMADS

CHAPTER 1
THE BITTER LAKE

THE giant of the Yenesei has always exercised a domi-

nating and irrevocable sway in the realm of my
imagination. In another volume I related how I saw this
immense greenish and dark-blue stream of cold pure
water coming from under the snow mantling the summits
of Sayan, Aradan, Ulan-Taiga, and Tannu-Ola rise in
the might of its resistless power and break the massive
fetters of ice with which winter had sought to entomb it;
how I felt the beauty and terror of it all; and how finally
I was sickened and driven away by the incredible burden
of human suffering and sadness which it carried north-
ward as its first plunder of the year for the coffers of its
master, the sea,

3
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When I saw this in 1920, at the beginning of my flight
from Soviet Siberia through Urianhai, Mongolia, part of
Thibet and China to Peking, my heart began to burn in
my breast with the flames of hate, and words of damna-
tion rose constantly to my lips. Culture, civilization,
Christianity, the twentieth century—and here on the
Yenesei an anachronism of horror as far away from all
these as its waters are from those of the Amazon.

But my first and much earlier meeting with the Yenesei
was quite different. It was at the time when this terrible
life full of political storms had not yet whitened my hair;
when I was young and had an unquestioning faith in the
progress of humanity, in the power not only of technical
science but of the spirit of morality as well.

This was in 1899, the year I was to take my degree at
the University of Petrograd; but in February of thatyear
the students made a demonstration against the measures
of the Russian Government and, as a protest against the
severity of the methods of repression used by the police,
absented themselves from examinations, nobody appear-
ing at the University. Just at this time a well-known
scientist, chemist, and geologist, Professor Stanislaw
Zaleski, was being sent by the Government to study the
salt and other mineral lakes of the Chulyma-Minusinsk
prairies. When he offered me the post of assistant, I ac-
cepted willingly and left Petrograd for my first trip into
Siberia.

We reached Krasnoyarsk by railroad and from there
traveled south along the Yenesei in a little steamer to the
headland of Bateni where we landed and continued our
journey in small wagons, called piestierki, drawn by three
sturdy prairie horses. Near this promontory the shores
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of the Yenesei are low prairies rising gradually to the
west to become finally the foothills and cliffs of Kizill-
Kaya, formed of layers of red Devon freestone or shale.

The enormous rock Bateni rises abruptly from out of
the Yenesei, beneath whose surface its face carries down
to a profound depth. Itis a rock of fromfifty to sixty feet
high, composed of dark shale and covered with thick
bushes and birches. A narrow trail winds from the land-
ing to the summit of the rock and from this point one has
a wonderful view. Prairies covered with high, nutritious
grass stretch away to the west, and afford wide grazing
grounds for herds of Tartar horses and sheep. Farther
beyond, the sharp outlines of the moderately high cliffs
of Kizill-Kaya are discernible on the horizon. Dark
yurtas of the nomad camps of the Abakan or Black
Tartars and the shepherds’ fires are visible here and there
on the prairie. The broad ribbon of the Yenesei, with
islands dotted upon it, unrolls to the east, while across the
river one sees the right bank with its cultivated fields
and villages of Russian colonists, who, under the &gis and
help of the Russian Government, took these wide and fer-
tile stretches from their former Tartar owners who were
driven to the left shore, where they continue to this day
their nomad life. On the summit of the rock Bateni
which raises itself above the river like an enormous
column, Tartar pilgrims from afar are always to be met.
One can see here Mongols from the Altai or from the
country of the Seven Rivers in northern Turkestan and
even natives from Pamir,

This solitary rock has its story. When Batyi-Khan
with his hordes traversed the prairies of Chulyma, he cap-
tured the natives to make soldiers of them and took their
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horses and cattle. One of the Tartar princes, Aziuk, in
attempting to stop these depredations, formed a big de-
tachment of Tartars from the different tribes, attacked
the rear-guard of Batyi-Khan and recaptured the plun-
dered horses and cattle.

The incensed Khan sent against the rebel his palatin
Houbilai, who dispersed the detachment of Aziuk and
after some further fighting pursued the leader himself
and a small band of followers to the summit of Bateni.
Here they resisted for a long time, but finally worn down
by hunger, they leaped into the Yenesei rather than sur-
render and perished in the swift current of the mad
stream. After the death of Aziuk, nobody dared to offer
opposition against the depredations of the victorious
Mongols. The Tartars remember gratefully the name of
Aziuk, regarding him in the light of a muelin or saint.
The visiting pilgrims are most numerous in July and from
the Bateni Tartars throw in the river food, knives, and
even rifles as offerings to the courageous though unhappy
prince.

The prairie near Bateni is quite deserted as the Tartars
avoid this section in fear of the contact with Russian
officials, who usually exact heavy tribute from them, as
well as in fear of meetings with the colonists from the
opposite shore, whom they naturally hate as the usurpers
of their lands. A large and well-kept road leads through
this part of the prairies of Chulyma connecting the rail-
way station Atchinsk with the town Minusinsk four hun-
dred twenty miles away and situated near the point where
the river Abakan flows into the Yenesei.

The prairies are covered with high, thick grass excellent
for cattle. Here and there glitter in the sun, like enor-
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mous sheets of looking glass, salt and fresh-water lakes.
These, when salt, are bordered by a broad band of black
ooze or marsh and give off the disagreeable odors of
hydrogen-sulphide or of decaying weeds, bacilli, and
larger forms of living beings. The lakes of fresh water
are surrounded by bulrushes and reeds. Whenever we
chanced to come near one of these lakes, we were always
struck by the quantity of aquatic birds living there.
Numerous varieties of wild geese and duck, gulls, herons,
and even swan, flamingoes and pelicans started up in
large flocks and remained for a long time in the air utter-
ing piercing cries until they settled again on the surface
of the lake or disappcared among the thick reeds.

I had with me at this time a small Lepage 16-gauge
shotgun. It was an old and far from powerful weapon,
but even so I managed to make havoc among these birds
and enriched our collection with specimens of a Chinese
heron and an Indian flamingo.

We found plenty of game birds not only on the lakes
alone but in the thick grass of the prairies, where nestled
heath-cock, Tetrao-gallus campestris Amman, called in
Tartar strepat, which name has also passed into the
Russian language. Riding through the prairie I saw very
often big gray birds rising from their coverts. These after
a short flight would disappear again in the grass and
among the scattered bushes of the Alpine rhododendrons,
Rhododendron flavus, common here. It was not diffi-
cult to hunt these birds, as they allowed us to come near
and as their flight was slow and usually in a direct line,
which made an easy target.

The big lake Szira-Kul, which signifies “bitter lake,” is
situated between Bateni and the mountain range of Kizill-
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Kaya, quite near the latter’s slopes. The lake is an oval
about seven miles long and three miles wide and lies in an
unforested valley. At its north end, reeds grow round
the mouth of the small stream of fresh water which flows
into it at this point. The lake is a reservoir of mineral,
bitter, saltish water good for healing baths and efficacious
in stomach diseases. A village with a small medical and
bathing installation is situated on the eastern shore.

The day after our arrival, we started at once to work.
We found a small, very light boat, which we loaded with
our several instruments: an apparatus for measuring the
depth and for taking samples from the bottom; an ap-
paratus for measuring the temperature at different
depths; and an apparatus for certain chemical studies.

When we were about to start, whole crowds of Tartars
who were living in the village or camping near the lake
attentively and with forebodings watched us, doubtfully
shaking their heads.

“It bodes no good,” they murmured in awe-stricken
voices. ““The lake is holy and will avenge itself on these
foolhardy men.”

We were astonished to hear them call the lake holy, as
the Tartars are Mussulmans and the followers of Islam
do not usually have such traditions. They told us that
for centuries Szira-Kul has been regarded as a holy lake
and that this belief remains as a legacy of the tribes which
formerly camped here but have now disappeared without
leaving any traces.

However, it looked as if the foreboding prophecy about
the revenge of the lake was to come to naught, as our
work on the Szira continued quite successfully. And it
was a curious task. Our measurements of the depths
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proved that the lake is funnel shaped, with its deepest part
near the south shore, which is very abrupt. Near it we
found a depth of 3,200 feet. But this place was of a
diameter of no more than fifty feet, while outside this
spot the depth was no greater than one hundred to one
hundred twenty feet. But imagine our astonishment
when, some weeks later, in making new measurements we
did not find this place which we had very accurately de-
limited. However, 1,100 yards to the north, we found an
abyss of 3,160 feet. We inferred that the bottom of
Szira is movable, subject to some erratic and powerful
changes, probably produced by deep, tectonic forces.
Taking from the bottom of the lake samples of ooze,
black and cold, with a temperature never exceeding 34.6
degrees and always smelling of hydrogen-sulphide, we
remarked a strange phenomenon. After an exposure of
some time in the open air long, movable grasses of pale-
yellow color grew from this ooze, only to disappear soon
without leaving any traces. It looked as though some
being living in the ooze extended its feelers and then with-
drew them. And really this was exactly what happened,
as these were colonies of Beggiatoae bacilli, these pre-
cursors of the death of sea and lakes which appear when
some of the salts are decomposing and forming the
hydrogen-sulphide which kills all life in these reservoirs.
Continuing our studies, we found at a certain distance
below the surface an immense network formed of a great
number of these colonies twined together which raised up
from the bottom gradually higher and higher, killing all
symptoms of life. The lake was therefore quite dead, ex-
cept that portion above the network wherein there still
lived some diminutive crawfish, called hammarus, similar
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to ordinary shrimps but very small, being no more than
one centimeter in length but as quick and bold as their
sea relatives. However, the time will come, when the
quantity of hydrogen-sulphide created by the Beggiatoae
will also kill these last representatives of the former
fauna of the lake and the process of dying in the lake will
be ended, as the bacilli themselves will in turn be poisoned
by their own pernicious gas.

Later on I studied with Professor Werigo the limanes
near Odessa and some regions of the Black Sea. The
identical process of dying was taking place here, and
after a longer or shorter period it will also even com-
pletely destroy the life of the Black Sea. The fish, sensing
this process, are gradually leaving this sea, because they
find in its depths these poisoned layers of water which
are gradually rising toward the surface.

This is the sad and gruesome process of the death
of great water basins, which are metamorphosed into
lifeless reservoirs of salt water smelling of hydrogen-
sulphide. The Dead Sea in Palestine has long since been
such a reservoir, and great numbers of similar ones are
scattered over the immense plains of Asia.

The hammarus is a very curious animal. Thousands
of these crawfish swim near the surface of Lake Szira
and viciously attack bathers, ramming them with their
hard shell heads and then vanishing immediately. When
we threw into the water bits of bread or pieces of cork,
we saw swarms of these little creatures surround them,
turn them in all directions and quickly devour them.

During our excursions on the lake we often landed
on the north bank, where the little stream of fresh water
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flowed in and where the bulrushes and reeds grew. We
were attracted there by big, black ducks, called towrpan
or sea raven. Of course, they were living on some other
lake, but evidently had some reason for coming here.
As the bitter, saltish water of Szira is excellent in stomach
diseases, perhaps the tourpan came here to take the cure.
We killed some of them, but we regretted it as their
flesh was tough and fishy.

Once when we were seated on the bank of this stream
having tea, we heard a slight noise and, looking round,
perceived a head in the grass which instantly disappeared
again. We went in the direction and found a small,
nice-looking Tartar girl hiding there who, when we ap-
proached, began to weep. We could not quiet her for a
long time. Finally, she subsided and came along with
us to the fire. Here, drinking tea and nibbling sugar, she
told us a sad story, typical, alas, of all Asia with the
exception of Mongolia. Although she was only fourteen
years old, her parents had already given her in marriage
to a rich but rather old Tartar, possessing six other wives
besides her. As her family was poor and not influential,
the other wives were disdainful and cruel to her. They
beat her often, pulled out her hair, and pinched and
scratched her comely, young face. She sobbed loudly as
she told us of her unhappy state.

“Why did you come here?” we asked.

“I left the camp of my husband never to return to it,”
was her reply.

“And what are you going to do now?”’

“I came here to drown myself in Szira!” she exclaimed
in passionate despair. “An ill-treated woman is forgiven
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and favored of Allah when she drowns herself in this
lake. Heaps of the bones of such martyrs as I are to be
found in its depths.”

We were then young and impressionable and looked
with greatly altered feelings upon the sluggish, salt waves
of Szira which, in its strange vaults, concealed the bones
of these defenseless, ill-treated women who sought in its
calm, oblivion and eternal peace. We had not, however,
much time for reflection as some riders suddenly arrived
who eyed us very suspiciously and then ordered the young
woman to mount a horse they had brought and return
to her husband. All in tears, the Tartar woman complied
with the command from her master and mounted. One
of the Tartars lashed her steed so fiercely that it quivered
and the whole caravan started at full speed, soon vanish-
ing before our eyes in the prairie.

For a long time we could not shake ourselves clear
of the picture, and for weeks afterward, when swimming
in the lake, we involuntarily looked about with the fear
of finding the body of the poor little Tartar woman.
But we never saw her again and never knew whether
her fate brightened or remained as before, full of sadness,
persecution, insults, and torture.

Meanwhile, the lake had prepared its revenge for us.
One day when we were working in our boat some sixty
feet from the south bank, we suddenly felt the boat
rocking violently. We looked around us. Big heavy
waves coming from the rocks along the bank were run-
ning northwest. It was a strange phenomenon, as the sky
was without a cloud and no wind was perceptible. How-
ever, the lake was stirred up and waves came and went
from shore to shore, mounting higher and higher, rudely
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buffeting our light boat and covering us with heavy spray
that half filled it. Our craft several times went over so
far that it began to ship quantities of water.

“It looks bad,” said my companion. “It is impossible
to work now. We must return to shore.”

I acquiesced, but Szira thought differently. In spite of
both of us being strong, trained rowers and in spite of
all our efforts, we could not make the land. The heavy
waves of this dense salt water drove us farther and
farther toward the middle of the lake. They overtook
us one after another, half submerging the boat. We sat
already knee deep in the water, our arms tired with
pulling, and, although we strained to the utmost, we
realized that our work was vain as the waves were driv-
ing us away from the shore.

We decided then to abandon ourselves to the mercy
of Szira, figuring that the waves would bring us to the
south bank and turned all our attention to the task of
bailing and keeping afloat. To be ready for any emer-
gency we put on life belts and took turns at bailing
furiously with our only can. Several times a big wave
combed the boat and almost carried us overboard.

Our plight attracted the attention of the villagers.
Some men immediately launched a big boat lying idle on
the shore for the benefit of the bathers; but having only
one pair of oars, they made slow progress in our direction.
Soon a broken oar compelled them to return to the village,
which they did with the greatest difficulty. Meanwhile,
the waves carried us to the opposite shore. The red cliffs
of Kizill-Kaya were more distinct each moment, and soon
the low bank, covered with rhododendrons, osiers, and the
tall, pointed leaves of the flag, was in view. Fortunately,
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the waves began to diminish. We took up our oars again
and quickly reached the shore.

Until now we had never been under Kizill-Kaya. These
mountains had attracted us for a long time by their
bright red color and their thick undergrowth covering
the cliffs and deep ravines. We hoped to meet here bigger
game than in the boundless, monotone prairies on the
other side of Szira. We were not disappointed, but we
met here, as we shall see later on, a type of game quite
unexpected by us.



CHAPTER II
FLYING JAILBIRDS

WE pulled our boat up on the shore and, having

rested a while after our tiring struggle with the
waves of the revengeful Szira, started in the direction
of Kizill-Kaya, which began to rise in the form of a
recessed red wall right from the shores, gradually mount-
ing higher and higher. We forced our way through the
low but very thick reeds and bushes of the bank and
slope. As we penetrated the undergrowth, partridges
everywhere rose with the noisy whir of their wings and
with piercing cries. As we had no guns, the birds escaped
safely, not, however, without leaving victims.

One of the birds had started from almost under my
feet and concealed itself in the nearby bushes, scolding
furiously. Understanding that the nest was near, we
began to search about and soon found it some steps
farther on among the flag. Twelve little gray beings
with reddish spots on the back and sides nestled here,
huddled together and following attentively our every
movement with their bright, black eyes. They were the
young of the stone, rock, or red partridge (Perdrix
rubra), usually found in elevated dry regions.

As soon as we approached, they scattered in all direc-
tions like dry leaves before the wind. However, we saw
that on reaching the grass they tried to conceal them-

1§
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selves by squatting close to the ground. We began the
chase and soon captured the whole brood, taking them
to the boat and putting them into an empty kerosene tin
on a nest of dry grass. We wanted to let them loose
among the chickens in our yard to see if they would
accustom themselves to domestic conditions under the
hen with her chickens.

The results of our experiment were instructive if not
profitable. The partridges readily followed the hen,
obediently concealing themselves, together with the chick-
ens under her wings, and very energetically and success-
fully struggled for food with the chicks larger than
themselves. They were quicker, stronger, and more
courageous than their domestic cousins; and what aston-
ished us more was the fact that when one little partridge
got into a fight, all the others immediately came to the
rescue. Some days passed during which we saw the
whole family of the hen living peacefully in the yard,
which was surrounded with a high board fence, playing,
battling, looking for food, and in general making as much
noise as they could.

Suddenly, after two weeks, two partridges disappeared
leaving no traces. The second day three more were mis-
sing. We made careful investigations but found neither
living nor dead partridges. As none of the chickens
were missing, we could not infer that the partridges had
fallen prey to a four-footed or winged plunderer. Then
two more disappeared. As it was Sunday and we had
leisure for such things we began to watch. Soon we
remarked two of the birds running to the fence, where
they began with great energy to scratch a hole in the
sand between two boards through which they squeezed
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their way to freedom. During the following days the
rest of them deserted their foster mother and the hospit-
able yard in the same manner, leaving the hen alone with
her brood. One of the old Siberian hunters to whom I
related the story of these birds observed:

“It is impossible to domesticate partridges or heath-
cock. They live in captivity, always thinking about lib-
erty. One puff of wind from the forest or prairie, one
cry of the free birds, and immediately they will find
means of escape, even if it involves the peril of death.
Liberty, Sir, is a grand thing, and only man cannot
understand it.”

Meanwhile, after securing our small prisoners in the
boat, we began to mount the slopes of Kizill-Kaya. The
massif of this mountain is formed of hard, red Devon
freestone, in some places broken by veins of hardened
clay. In the middle of the range we came upon large
terraces with distinct traces of waves on the surface of
the veins while the deep clefts and holes in the faces
of these terraces bore evidence to the fact that the waters
of a great reservoir once beat against these walls. As the
surface of the Chulyma-Minusinsk prairie formed once
in a former geologic epoch the bottom of the Mid-Asiatic
Sea, which left behind itself numerous mineral salt lakes
from the Urals to the great Khingan and Kwen-lun, it
is clearly evident that centuries ago the receding sea had
here for a time its western shore. This is also established
by the presence of numerous fossil shells, especially belem-
nites, strewn about in great quantities. In a word, from
the dying Szira to Kizill-Kaya, we saw the vast grave in
which Nature had buried an immense sea.

The pointed summits of the range had been fashioned
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by wind, rain, and frost which had destroyed the hard
freestone, converting it into the dust and sand which have
covered more and more the traces of the sea and of
epochs long since gone. We found upon the summit deep
clefts and caverns made by the scouring sand from the
Gobi brought here by the autumn winds. Some of them
were quite large.

Nearing one of them, we were astonished to see a
thin column of smoke issuing from it. 'We were watching
it with curiosity, when we saw three peasants emerge,
barefooted and in dilapidated dress. They began to run
away in the direction of the western slope and when near
the summit, one of them turned and shot at us.

The distance was too far for accurate shooting; be-
sides, as the weapon used was a revolver, the bullet
probably could not even reach us. I had known Siberia
long and had already had several such adventures; con-
sequently, I knew well with whom I had to deal. Un-
doubtedly, these were escaping convicts from some Rus-
sian prison, perhaps even from Sakhalin, where the Rus-
sian tribunals send the worst cases. Therefore, I at once
shouted to them that we were neither police nor officials
and that we had no desire to trouble them.

They returned and approached us, but with hesitation,
diffidence, and great caution. However, they took off
their caps and were very respectful, though their eyes
wandered over us looking for arms or some evidence of
official character. Finally, when we told them that
we were conducting scientific studies of the lake and
related our experiences of the day, they calmed down
and very hospitably invited us to their den.

It was a rather large and deep cavern in the rock;
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big boulders which had rolled from the summit of the
range concealed the entrance. Our new acquaintances
had here very convenient accommodations. In the most
remote corner was a soft bed of dry grass. Stones
formed a hearth where, over the fire, tea boiled in a
blackened kettle, while bags with dried black bread and
tea were concealed in the crevices of the wall. In one
corner we espied sacks and axes, these necessary attributes
of the Siberian tramp who has escaped from prison or
from some place of banishment and wanders over the
northern tundra, across mountains, and through the virgin
forest or taiga and finally crosses the Urals in winter
and summer alike, through rain, heat, or the most grip-
ping cold, in his attempts to get back into Europe. The
runaway tramp carries in his sack his whole fortune,
very modest but well chosen. With his axe he cuts his
firewood and, in case of need, uses it as a weapon in
hunting or in fighting the police and patrolling Cossacks.
The Siberian tramp is a great expert in the use of his
axe, which he can whiz through the air at incredible
speed and land in the skull of a bear or of a man, who
may happen to menace the fugitive in his forest hiding
place.

Our new friends had already traveled in this dangerous
and tiring manner two years. They were interesting
characters. One of them called Hak had escaped in
winter over the ice from Sakhalin by crossing the Tartar
Passage which separates this island from the mainland.
As was to be expected, Hak was hotly pursued as he
was a notorious criminal and on one occasion had killed
about fifteen people in an attack on a post-office. In his
sack he carried a special winter disguise which consisted
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of a large mantle of white linen. The moment that he
discovered anyone far away in pursuit, he immediately
lay down on the snow and covered himseli and his belong-
ings with the white mantle, making himself one with the
dead white wilderness, above which whistled the northern
wind from the Okhotsk Sea carrying clouds of snow and
sleet that soon drifted him in.

The second one of the fugitives, answering to the name
of Sienko, was an incendiary and had escaped from
prison on the Amur, traversing the whole of Siberia
bound for some place near Moscow with the sole purpose
of despatching the witnesses whose testimony had estab-
lished his guilt before the tribunal. Just the reverse of
Hak who was polite and sociable and always joking gaily
but carefully avoiding the eye of a stranger, Sienko was
gloomy and silent and his eyes, laden with their expres-
sion of hate, seemed to rivet themselves to the eyes of
other men.

The third inhabitant of the cavern on Kizill-Kaya,
Trufanoff, was the most curious type of the three. A
little, thin man, with long grizzled hair and piercing,
black roving eyes, he was always in motion; seated one
moment, on his feet the next, always speaking volubly
and never paying attention to the conversation of his
fellow-travelers. He continually entered and quitted the
cavern, giving the impression of a dog anxiously sniffing
about. He told nothing about himself and when asked
why he had been imprisoned and from where he had
escaped, he simply answered:

“From the prison, where I was put unjustly”—and
immediately crept silently from the cavern.

“Poor man!” grunted his companions.
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Some days later I learned from Hak that Trufanoff
had been put in prison for a small theft when only a
young man, A terrible longing for his family made him
try to escape, for which attempt his confinement was
prolonged and he was sent to Siberia. After some years,
he escaped from his Siberian jail and in the fight when
captured, killed one of the gaolers. For this he was
sentenced to fifteen years of hard labor, but escaped
from the prison several times. When I met him he was
a fugitive for the tenth time.

Our contact with the fugitives led them to ask us to
take them as helpers in our work on the lake, and to
obtain for them from the single policeman in the village,
permission to live there. Of course, they begged us not
to enlighten the authorities about their criminal past, but
to say only that they were men who had lost their docu-
ments. The squareness of the fugitives toward private
individuals is a well recognized fact in Siberia. Every
fugitive is quite frank with non-official persons because
in Siberia, all the peasants and ordinary citizens give aid
to these refugees from the law, concealing them from
the police and putting food out on the thresholds for
those of these tramps who wander about at night not
wishing to show themselves where the representatives of
authority are to be met.

Why are the Siberians so kindly disposed toward the
fugitives? There are two reasons. One, a practical one,
is the wish to make a friend of the wild and often
dangerous brutal tramp, tracked and hunted like a beast
of prey; the second, a moral one, is that the Siberians
have always known that the Tsars’ tribunals very often
exiled those condemned for their political opinions and
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other really innocent persons to Siberia, from where,
forgotten by tribunals and authorities, they either had to
escape or face death or madness.

Owing to these facts, we learned the histories of Hak,
Sienko, and Trufanoff and, as we wanted workers, we
promised them our protection. Their request was really
granted owing to the recognized standing and influence
of Professor Zaleski.

In the evening of our adventure, the waves quieted
down and the surface of the lake became like a looking
glass. Taking leave of our unique new acquaintances
we returned to the village where we were anxiously and
impatiently awaited.

The Professor forbade us going on the lake in future
in the light boat, directing that we substitute for it the
big boat in which the villagers had tried unsuccessfully
to rescue us. This boat had two pairs of oars and a
rudder so that three men were needed. We took advan-
tage of this condition to urge the fugitives’ case and
already the next day, Hak, Sienko, and Trufanoff were
plying the oars as we made our soundings, took samples
of water and ooze, and caught specimens of the ham-
marus which we preserved in jars of formalin solution.

We heard from our workers long, gruesome tales about
the life, fate, and tragedy of the inhabitants of the
Siberian prisons; but it was Trufanoff who one evening
spread before us the most terrible page of these stories.

“All this is nothing,” he exclaimed, when Sienko had
concluded a terrible tale of the adventures of some fugi-
tives. “I will tell you what once happened to me and
what made of me the wretch that I am, gray of hair
and far from sound of mind.
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“Five of us decided to escape from Akatoui. We
communicated with acquaintances in the country near our
prison town and received their promise to prepare us
bags, axes, and kettles. But a terrible misfortune befell
us. When we had sawn our way out through the bars
of the prison windows, and scaling the walls, had come
to the village where our friends lived, we learned that
they had been arrested and put in prison. We therefore
were without the articles needed for the flight and the
life of the road, and were obliged to conceal ourselves
as best we could in the forest nearby since the police
would very easily discover our presence in the village.
Though we understood full well the madness of our
undertaking, we began our journey without our equip-
ment. As it was already late autumn, we suffered from
cold and hunger, and diseases soon began to plague us.

“Finally, after several months of torture, we became
quite weak from hunger and faced squarely the fact that
only death awaited us. With our track lying through an
unpeopled forest we could expect help from nowhere.
Naturally, we could not travel the big road, as we knew
that there the authorities would surely catch us; and
therefore, cold and hungry, we doggedly tramped on
through the timber. Finally, one evening one of our
party sank down and did not rise again. When we woke
in the morning from the half-sleep, half- numbness which
was the only repose we knew, we saw that he was dead.

“I remember that morning as though it were yesterday.
A terrible and disgusting thought crossed my mind only
to disappear immediately. ‘The man is dead; he feels
nothing, he can do and wants to do nothing—and the
same fate awaits us. Meanwhile, he can save us.” One
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must simply have the courage to eat human flesh, the
flesh of this man who yesterday spoke with us, suffered
with us, treasured in his soul a spark of hope. Just given
this courage and decision and everything will improve
for a time; and afterwards it will be . . . what the
Lord shall decide. Something can come to save us! . . .’

“The thought returned again soon, recurring more
insistently every time, becoming tiring and stubborn. I
read this same thought in the looks of my companions.. ..

“We fought with it and with our hunger for some
days, and finally, without speaking about it and without
prearranged understanding, we dug out from the snow
the body of our companion and divided it between us
as we would an ox or a sheep. From this moment our
hunger left us, but we could not look at one another
any more and tramped forward in a gloomy silence. We
felt no qualms of conscience, no sorrow; we had no
heavy thoughts, only a glum indifference and ill will to
mankind and to ourselves.”

Trufanoff broke off his narrative and for a long time
smoked in silence a cigarette made of a bit of old news-
paper. Having finished it, and thrown the stump in
the lake, he continued:

“The Siberian winter is long, damn it, very long, and
it is a cruel step-mother! . . . Again we wanted food,
and were so weak we could not go forward as the snow
was deep and tiring; again the cold and the hunger
froze the blood in our veins, lighting green and red fires
in our eyes. . . . Our hearts thumped as a hammer for
one moment, to fall afterwards into an abyss without
sound or motion. . . . And the mind, already poisoned,
worked and something whispered to each of us separately:
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“ ‘Be strong and wait.’

“The old Tartar Yousouf and I—we outlived the rest.
Two of our companions died the same day and things
went easy then. One was stouter and rather big; the
second one, small and thin. We cast lots and the bigger
fell to my share. Again we lived and continued in
strength until the spring, when we could recommence our
interrupted journey.

“I had still a reserve when Yousouf approached me one
day and said:

“‘Divide with me, I am hungry.’

“‘I will not divide, because then tomorrow I shall be
hungry also,” I answered.

“He went away without a word and I decided to use
my supply sparingly and make it last till the moment . . .
when Yousouf . . .

“But that same night I made the discovery that my
hopes could be ruined. Before the dawn a slight noise
awoke me. I opened my eyes with some difficulty and
then suddenly jumped to my feet, for I saw Yousouf
coming toward me swinging a heavy stone fastened in
one end of his belt.

“I understood at once that he had intended to smash
my skull during my sleep with this terrible weapon called
by us tramps, in the jargon of the ancient brigands,
kisten. Yousouf had not noticed at first that I was awake
and ready for defense, and better armed as I possessed
a knife. Now he howled from despair and slunk away.

“From this moment the most horrible torture began.
Yousouf hunted me continually, stealing near me at
nights, concealing himself in bushes or behind rocks.
He tried to throw at me big, heavy stones and when I
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descended the mountain slopes rolled down at me huge
rocks and parts of boulders. I never had a moment of
calm or peace. My mind was in a turmoil; my blood
boiled in rage and my teeth chattered. Finally, I made
a decision, a bloody, irrevocable, and desperate one.

“In the morning I finished my food to gain strength
and, with a bone in my hand, I turned back on the Tartar
who was following me at a distance. On seeing the
bone, he made at me with a howl of mad joy and I
noticed that he let fall the heavy, gnarled cudgel he
always carried as a weapon against me. When he came
near, I snatched my knife from my sleeve and gave a
thrust at this horrible specter which had tortured me
these many days. I had a cruel joy in feeling the blade
pierce something soft followed by a hot stream on my
hand. My aim had been good, for he did not utter a
sound. A quiver ran from head to foot—then all was
still. . . .

“My ghastly act had preserved me and enabled me to
continue but since that damned morning the shadow of
Yousouf has never left me. I cannot sleep, for fear that
he will spring on me and throttle me; when I am in a
house or a cavern, I must continually go outside to make
sure that the Tartar is not tracking me. When in the
forest I expect him to drop on me from the limbs of a
pine tree; on the prairie I look for his shadow in the
grass and behind the stones. My hair became gray, I
lost my mind, and nothing can help me. Yousouf takes
his revenge terribly and cruelly. I devoured him entirely,
now he devours bit by bit my soul and mind, as a worm
devours an apple. .

“Only vodka helps me a little, because it brings obliv-
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ion. Have you not some vodka, gentlemen, for poor
Trufanoff who has laid bare his soul before you?” . . .

We were silent, profoundly moved, and awed by this
gruesome tale of confession; but the others began to
talk and, inspired by the sincerity of the cannibal, told
us more terrible and awful stories of the adventures of
escaped prisoners and tramps who employ such means
and energy to save life, this life which has no value on
the social market in Russia, where the Government with
such ill-considered cruelty changes men of the twentieth
century into wild beasts, forcing them into cannibalism
and to horrible crimes and creating hordes of vicious
malcontents who have taken their revenge during the
bloody days of Bolshevism.

Hak and Sienko were experienced criminals who, after
the tortures and persecutions undergone in prison, were
sworn enemies of society. They had already escaped
from jail several times and were known everywhere as
“birds” or “vagrants,” which in prison jargon signifies
habitués who cannot reconcile themselves to the monoto-
nous life of the convicts. The prison administration,
for whom such “birds” were a source of much trouble
and care, always dealt with them in a cruel manner.
Every soldier was authorized to kill fugitives during
their pursuit and received a money reward for each one
taken or slain. A whole caste of Cossacks existed in
Siberia, especially among the Yakut Cossacks, who re-
garded as their distinct profession the pursuit of escaped
convicts. They arrested them or simply killed them,
earning in this way their ten roubles per head.

A recaptured prisoner was marked for all time by the
administration. Hak showed us these stigmas, these terri-
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fying marks on his body. They consisted of circles and
triangles burned with hot irons on his breast and shoul-
ders and some were so deeply burned that one could see
the barely covered ribs. Sienko had other marks, his
nostrils were slit and his ear was notched. Every Russian
citizen meeting men with such marks had the right to
kill them whether he did it from a sense of assisting
the administration of law or just because he wanted to
experience a strong emotion or try out his firearms; for
convicts with such marks were regarded by the tribunals
as perpetual prisoners and as outside the law.

These men with whom we worked and swam on Lake
Szira were just such tragic jetsam of mankind. How-
ever, they were very polite, willing, and sensitive. Per-
haps this over-sensitiveness and abnormal excitability
were the reasons for their violent and bloody actions,
and social justice made the mistake, instead of placing
them in hospitals and reformatories, of lodging them in
prisons and condemning them to katorga, penal labor
in settlements and mines, which undermined and broke
down all ideas of morality.

The best mannered and the easiest to live with was
Hak. Always good tempered and willing to work,
thankful for each evidence of human sympathy towards
him, he was invaluable for the work on the lake. Once
a sailor, he knew and loved water and was in his own
element when near it, swimming like a fish and perfectly
at home in a boat.

When once we had the misfortune to lose our appara-
tus for measuring depths, Hak knew how to help us.
Taking a heavy stone in his hands, he dove to the bottom
of the lake, which in this place had a depth of twenty-six
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feet, untwisted the line which had caught under a boulder,
and brought back the heavy apparatus.

He was also an excellent tourpan hunter. It was
naturally quite impossible to approach these watchful
birds in a boat, as they always flushed far too soon for
a shot. But one Sunday Hak brought in several of
them for us. When he started out with a linen bag as
his only equipment, I had curiosity and confidence enough
to follow him. On the northern bank of the lake at the
mouth of the little stream Hak stripped himself bare
and, gathering a big bunch of reeds, fastened them around
his neck in such way that they masked his head. Then
he got me to improve the effect by putting handfuls of
grass all over the top of his head and, bag in hand,
entered the water. Soon he was beyond his depth and
swimming erect or treading water.

Slowly the little bunch of reeds approached a flock
which were at first suspicious and drew away from the
moving object but, finally accepting it as a floating bunch
of plants, paid no more attention to it and went on
feeding. Meanwhile the bunch approached one of the
tourpans, which even had a peck at it, but the following
moment gave a squawk and disappeared under the water.
The others looked around with astonishment but, seeing
no danger, quieted down. Some minutes later a second
and a third bird followed the first, after which the bunch
of reeds turned toward shore and soon Hak was visible,
cutting the water with masterful strokes and swimming
quickly in the direction of the reeds. Next moment he
was on the bank carrying with him the three birds which
he had caught by the feet and put into his bag, where
they were drowned.
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“We must skin them today as it is warm and the birds
will spoil very quickly; and then all your astonishing
skill and you efforts will be lost,” I exclaimed. “What
a pity we have no knife so that we could do it at once.”

“A knife?” said Hak. “I can give it to you.”

Saying this, he put his hand to his naked hip, and
right at the place where the abdomen joins the hip, he
lay back a fold of the skin. I saw a little aperture in
which Hak put two fingers, taking from it a long, thin
knife, protected by a highly polished wooden guard along
the edge, and a diminutive file. This habitual criminal
had a pocket made in his own skin!

“We old convicts almost always undergo this opera-
tion,” declared Hak with a significant smile. “It is im-
possible to avoid it! To escape from prison one must
cut the bars, and sometimes the fetters as well. And
we have to have weapons in our fights with the gaoler
or the soldiers pursuing us. Consequently, we always
have this ‘pen’ or knife, thin and sharp as a razor, with
which it is easy to stab a man.” . .

Saying this, Hak began quietly to skin the towrpans
and did it probably as skilfully as he had murdered men
or knifed his gaolers.



CHAPTER III
THE LOST TOWN

T HE swimming ability of Hak led to our making a
very interesting discovery in the southern part of
the lake. One day a valuable thermometer, with which
we measured the temperature at various depths, worked
loose and went to the bottom. Immediately, Hak un-
dressed and jumped in the water. After several deep
dives he returned to the boat pale and frightened. We
were quite astonished, as we thought nothing in the world
could scare Hak. However, he was thoroughly fright-
ened and stammered something incomprehensible with
trembling lips. Finally, scrambling into the boat he
quieted down a little and began to relate his adventure.
“When I went under the water for the last time, a
strange darkness surrounded me. I felt the bottom near
but could discern nothing. I could not understand the
meaning of this. But after a moment my eyes became
accustomed to the twilight and I saw that I was between
what appeared to be two high rocks. However, when I
came closer I noticed a hole in them which was quite
square! I saw at once that it was a door or a window
and that these stones were parts of walls. Through the
window I made out the opposite walls and parts of a
tower . . . and afterwards . . .”

31
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Here Hak shuddered and his face became whiter than
before.

“What did you see afterwards?” we pressed him.

“I saw a human skeleton. It stood near the wall and
balanced itself as if hopping from one foot to the
other.”

“Are you sure that you have seen all this?”

“As distinctly as I see you,” he answered, breathing
hard. “I am ready to swear to it on the salvation of my
soul.”

For a time we came every day to this place, trying
to see through the dark, mysterious depth of Szira, but
could discover nothing in the dense water of the lake.

But from a Tartar merchant we later learned that a
legend existed about Lake Szira to the effect that it
appeared in one day. He found for us an old Tartar
woman, blind and almost deaf, who after receiving a
silver rouble told us the following:

“On the spot now covered by the bitter * lake, there
was once a town belonging to the Ouiguy Tartars who
once reigned over a large part of Central Asia. In the
town was a temple in which, under a heavy stone with
sacred signs on it, reposed the body of the last of the
rulers. The great Jenghiz-Khan came and killed all the
men, to wipe the Ouigurs from the surface of the earth.
Then the stone on the grave of the Ouigur Khan broke
to pieces and the shade of the Khan appeared and cried:
‘Mothers, wives, and daughters of the Quigurs! Weep
the bitter tears of hate and damnation, because the last
days of your nation have come.” The Ouigur women

'In Tartar: Szira-Kul. Quantities fo Glauber and magnesxum salts in
the lake make the water quite bitter.,
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complied with this command and the warriors of Jenghiz,
who took them as wives expecting gaiety, singing, and
dancing from these women as graceful as the reeds, seeing
them dissolved in tears and hearing their curses and
imprecations, in a fury murdered them all. But the
corpses themselves continued to weep, and their tears
made such a flood that the valley in which the town was
built was filled with bitter water and the town was sub-
merged. Now the waves of Szira-Kul surge above it,
Szira-Kul whose surface is sometimes lashed in storm
when there in its depths the last master of the once
powerful and courageous Ouigurs, poisoned by hate,
rages anew.”

This legend has the usual characteristics of the Asiatic
legends, but it is undoubtedly more recent than the ruins
of the town seen at the bottom of Szira by our courageous
Hak. '

In the memoirs of the distinguished Russian explorer
Martianoff, we find reference to the claim that Tartars
have seen on the bottom of Szira the ruins of houses
and walls. As I stated before, the valley of Szira is
affected by tectonic geological processes and the bottom
of the lake is liable to sudden elevations or depressions.
It is hence quite possible that some Tartar dwellings,
even with a temple and with a part of the shore, had
been submerged after one of the upheavals in the bottom
of the lake. The Tartars may have seen in the water the
remains of the drowned dwellings and then have gradu-
ally developed among their story-tellers this legend, be-
cause men of Asia love romantic, mysterious tales and
look to them for relaxation and repose after the usual
cares of the gray everyday life.
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“And this human skeleton balancing in the water?”
was the question we put one another, and which imme-
diately found an answer as we remembered the sad tale
of the comely little Tartar woman of the unhappy women-
slaves who come here to the shore of Szira, seeking in
its abysses deliverance from the unbearable fetters of life.
Had not the waves of Szira possibly brought the body
of one of these to the ruins of the submerged town,
where with its feet caught in this position it had remained
as a skeleton long, long years, here in the depths of the
dying lake, where the Beggiatoae bacilli struggle with
the last forms of life, not knowing that they also are
courting death?

All this is to us of the West so comprehensible, so
simple, so possible; but in the wilderness and space, the
naiveté and superstition of Asia, so mysterious, so
romantic, so moving!



CHAPTER IV
AMONG THE FLOWERS

THE eastern bank of Szira possesses a mountainous

elevation as well as the western one, where the
range of Kizill-Kaya rises. The eastern elevation has
the character of a table-land not very high and overgrown
with exuberant grass which separates the valley of Szira
from the valley of another lake, It-Kul or Sweet Lake.
On the highest part of this plateau we found numerous
agglomerations of belemnites or fossilized cuttle-fish,
and petrified shells, characteristic of these geologic
strata among which layers of coal of varying thickness
are also often found. They are preponderatingly the
so-called “ammonites.”

Following the table-land, an immense expanse of
prairie stretched away bordered by mountains covered
with pine and fir forests, and framing three sides of this
lake of It-Kul, which is slightly larger than Szira.

One day we made an excursion to the lake for the
purpose of carrying out a reconnaissance, to study the
character of this reservoir. The innumerable flowers
ornamenting with brilliant patches of color the green
background of the prairie elicited our constant admira-
tion and wonder as we traversed these plains between
Szira and It-Kul.

Immense specimens of wild, white and yellow lilies
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with calices measuring about eight inches, raised them-
selves high above the grass, filling the air with their
sweet, intoxicating aroma. Some steps farther on the
so-called night or prairie violets stood motionless like
wax candles. This plant has a single stalk covered with
from fifty to eighty little white waxy flowers, in form
recalling the orchis, and as ferocious as the latter inas-
much as numerous small insects find death in its treacher-
ous calices. These flowers have an aroma exceedingly
strong, even intoxicating, which increases in strength
after sundown and is most potent at midnight. We
found sometimes rather large forest meadows where only
one plant of the night violets grew in solitude, but where
all the air around was impregnated at night with its very
subtle but penetrating aroma. We tried to distil perfume
from these flowers and made an extract on almond oil.
Ten drops of our extract in half a liter of alcohol sufficed
to give a scent very delicate and durable. But a bouquet
of these flowers kept in a closed room is a real poison.
I had as proof of this a terrible headache which lasted
two whole days during which time I suffered from palpi-
tations of the heart and experienced numbness in half
of my body. Undoubtedly, the night violet possesses,
besides the ethereal oils usual in the flowers, certain
poisonous elements: for instance, prussic acid, as its
bitter almond scent is sometimes easy to discern.
Another fact bore testimony to the poisonous character
of these flowers. As noted above, these seemingly inno-
cent blossoms are ferocious and devour the insects which
penetrate into their interior. The nerve which controls
the closing apparatus of the flowers is placed very deep
in the tiny calyx. The small insect alighting on the
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flowers begins to feed on the honey near the edge and
could quietly go away, were it not for the fact that the
violets distil their poisonous, intoxicating scent, so that
the insect loses its presence of mind and its sense of
direction and, instead of turning back to the entrance,
is always enticed farther downward in its intoxication
until it comes in contact with the nerve center. The
petals of the violet are immediately closed and the calyx
becomes a scented coffin for the greedy insect which
gradually is absorbed by the ferocious and revengeful
wax-flower. We remarked also that bees, on coming
closer, avoided these flowers, however much the aroma
first attracted them from afar.

Alpine lilies, red with black spots and stripes, called
here sarana, nestled in the grass. Their petals are rolled
in a spiral directed to the earth and they have no scent.
This type of lily is in great demand by the Chinese
epicures, though here in the prairie of Chulyma-Minu-
sinsk they are not at all used. The sarana possess an
oblong, white bulb about the size of a walnut ‘and com-
posed of two parts; it is as farinaceous as a chestnut
and has a sweetish taste. The Chinese, who export these
plants from Urianhai and from Mongolia, boil this bulb,
put on it a sweet sauce of honey and ginger and serve it
as a special dainty at the most elcgant dinners.

Yellow, white, and purple Japanese iris, with flowers
of from eight to twelve inches in length, grown in clusters

‘beautifully detaching themselves from the green carpet
of the prairie abound here and have a subtle violet scent,
which their roots possess in an even stronger degree.
These roots, when dried and pulverized, hold this scent
for a number of years and are not only much used in
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Asia, but are also the well-known orris root of Western
commerce. The women of Asia put little bags, sus
generis sachet, of this powder in their dresses and
sprinkle it in their hair; while the men add it to their
snuff-boxes or to the tobacco used for their pipes.

In some more humid ravines we came across blue
flowers of a plant of the species Saponifera, possessing
very sweet stalks and roots. It is a prairie dainty and
round the Tartar camps swarms of children search the
neighboring country for it.

Several varieties of asparagus grow very well in the
neighborhood of It-Kul and, as Engineer E. Rozycki told
us, in springtime one can live on asparagus here, some
of the varieties being very delicious.

One other noteworthy plant has chosen the basin of
the lake for its home. It is of the species Brassica,
called in China zebet. The roots of this plant smell
strongly of musk and are known in commerce as “vege-
table musk,” and a most highly prized scent much used
in the houses of rich Chinese is made from them. The
Abakan Tartars are familiar with the aromatic properties
of the zebet and employ it just as they do the orris root.

I have spoken only of the most interesting types of
plants in this country of luxuriant vegetable growth, but
have said nothing about a whole group of medicinal and
poisonous plants which are carefully gathered by the
Tartars and especially by the Mussulman physicians,
wizards, and sorcerers. They know well the ipecacuanha,
valerian, gentian, strychnine, quinine, and belladonna. I
had no occasion to prove the abilities of the native physi-
cians, but heard of several dramas in which opium and
strychnine played a big part, and after which new stones
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appeared on the prairie to mark the last resting place
of these sons of the plain lulled to their eternal sleep by
the experienced ..and of the Tartar sorcerer.

Curious and characteristic of this locality is the edel-
weiss, a sample of the Alpine flora found here in
great abundance. This can be explained by the fact
that the prairie between Szira and It-Kul is of great
elevation and its climate corresponds to that of the upper
ranges of the Alps. Everywhere we came across Alpine
pastures with an abundant, nourishing grass in which we
found these edelweiss, big everlasting flowers looking as
though they were cut from white velvet.

Lake It-Kul has also an Alpine character. Steep rocks
descend directly into it, rocks at the base of which we
found great depth, a low temperature, and an unusual
clearness of water with thick layers of petrified tree
branches which fell long ago from the mountains to the
bottom of the lake. All this reminded us of the numerous
Alpine lakes in Europe and those of the same type in
Urianhai, described by Mr. Douglas Carruthers in his
Unknown Mongolia and by myself in Beasts, Men and
Gods.

A vast variety of minerals was also found in the
mountains surrounding It-Kul, including deposits of iron,
manganese, copper, and coal. In this respect, the geology
of this lake is similar to that of Szira where layers of
manganese and iron predominate.

We had no boat to explore It-Kul as its shores are
quite unpeopled. Sometimes herds of Tartar horses come
here to drink, but it is a rare occurrence as water is
plentiful in this part of the country. Walking along the
shore we remarked at once that the lake was full of fish,
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due evidently to the fact that the fresh water of the luke
is rich in microscopic flora and fauna, embracing all sorts
of weeds, worms, and hydras. We saw constantly large
fish breaking the water in pursuit of the smaller fry.

As we were to remain here several days, we sent Sienko
back for rods and other equipment needed for fishing,
including artificial bait and plenty of lines. That same
evening, unmercifully bitten by mosquitoes and voracious
flies, we sat angling among the reeds of the northern
shore, willing to take our drastic entomological punish-
ment in return for the wonderful piscatorial thrills of
lively strikes and bending rods. After some hours, we
had about sixty carp and perch, some of them weighing
fifteen pounds.

Sienko and Hak, who had been fishermen since child-
hood and especially during their years of tramping, had
attained great ability and ingenuity in the art and,
during these first days, took much spoil from the lake,
including one enormous pike of about sixty pounds that
carried on its back a whole botanical garden of water
weeds and other growth in a thick tangle.

One day, when we were tramping around the lake
visiting the mountains and rocks near its borders, we
unexpectedly came upon the well-known Russianized
English hunter, Dr. Peacock, who had followed the chase
into many of the out-of-the-way corners of Siberia. He
came to our camp and shared with us several successful
and thrilling mountain-cock, heath-cock, and deer hunts
on the surrounding ridges of beautifully timbered lands
with abundant grass and no underbush, reminding me
strongly at times of a well-maintained English park.

But it was on the lake that we found most of our
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game. Here aquatic birds nested among the reeds: geese
and ducks, gulls of different sorts and herons. The
young ones were of quite a size, but could not yet fly
though it was already the middle of June. Each time
we approached the reeds we saw young geese and ducks
swarming on the lake, paddling about in every direction,
mortally afraid, and always running to covert in the grass
and reeds. For a long time we could not put up the old
geese and ducks. Peacock told me that hunters in Siberia
have often remarked that the ganders and drakes fly
away from the females for the whole period used in the
raising of the brood. When the little ones begin to fly
and become independent enough to leave the mothers,
the males return; but there are also exceptions, as some
male birds share the burden of rearing the family, search-
ing for food and defending the nest. Old Peacock
wanted to hunt these faithful and patient husbands, and
confidently expected we should find some. His hopes
were realized, for after some wandering among the
bushes and thickets we frightened several old ganders;
but they were so far away that our shot did them no
harm, though we heard them spattering against their
powerful wings.

“We must separate,” announced Peacock, “for each
of us can then have some chance at the birds flushed by
the other.”

After we parted I found nothing among the thickets
of reeds and bulrushes which I first beat; but suddenly
I marked in some tall, sharp grass a rather large stretch
of sand where several old ganders were proudly strutting.
I gave a long whistle to flush them for, since one chagrin-
ing lesson from my father before a group of hunters
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when I was twelve years old, I have never shot at a
sitting bird. In a flash, the ganders began to run, opening
their large, powerful wings and taking off almost in a
straight line. In response to my shot one of the birds
fell heavily but struggled to its feet and made for the
reeds, trailing a broken wing. I hastened to intercept it
but, as soon as I touched the sand with my feet, I felt
myself sinking into it. My hunter’s enthusiasm, however,
urged me on, but after only a few steps I felt as though
the earth were opening under me. There seemed to be
no solid ground under my feet and I sank deeper and
deeper. Already I was waist down in the shifting sand,
and in a moment my cartridge belt was covered. My
desperate efforts to get out only carried be down farther
and I realized that I had run into a deep quicksand.
Turning my head in every direction I began to shout as
I could not see Dr. Peacock behind the rushes and grass.

Meanwhile, the sand was sucking me down deeper
and deeper and it would have been only a few minutes
before it engulfed me and obliterated all traces so
that no one could ever even find my body. My hair
stood on end at this thought, but my mind under the
stimulus of danger began to work at lightning speed.
What should I do, how could I save myself, could the
doctor hear my shouts for help?

Remembering the stories of men who had been in the
same position, I drew to me my gun, which I had dropped
during my struggles and, laying it before me on the
surface of the bog, leaned on it on my breast in an
attempt to make it support my body while I sought to
extricate my legs and feet. It proved a difficult task
for the gun sank in under my weight and I was obliged
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to work it out very carefully and to begin afresh my
maneuver. After some further minutes of struggle, I
finally lay on the surface stretched to my full length with
limbs extended, in which position I could just keep up
owing to the extended area covered. With a moment’s
rest I carefully wormed myself in the direction of the
reeds, where finally I was safe from the treacherous bog
though covered with the greedy wet sand. Searching
out a dry spot in the rays of the hot sun, I took off my
clothes and, while waiting for them and my boots to dry,
I cleaned my old Lepage, which was full of sand. It was
an hour before I could start in search of Peacock who
had gone off somewhere far beyond the reach of my
shouts. With him so far away, it suddenly came across
me that I should surely have been lost if it had not been
for my other companion, my faithful Lepage!

The doctor had shot a lot of geese and ducks, while
I returned to the camp with an empty bag. But when
he heard of my adventure he became grave and said:

“Oh, you have bagged something much more precious
than geese and ducks, your assuring realization of your
own sang-froid, which held you up and made it possible
for you to say to yourself: ‘I am afraid this is true,
but I must think coherently! ”

Though I thoroughly appreciated his compliment, it
was supper time before I was entirely normal and quite
myself again; but I remember always these spots on the
marshes and never trust myself to them. I prefer wad-
dling in water and mud with my feet entangled in the
thick, sharp marsh grass rather than stepping on these
alluring but treacherous sands.



CHAPTER V
TAMING TARTAR STEEDS

FTER our return to Szira, we spent some days work-

ing over our studies of It-Kul. Then we started

with Professor Zaleski to the prairies, whither we had

been invited to visit a rich Tartar, Yousouf Spirin, the
owner of immense horse studs.

He was a nomad, simple and unlearned, but fabulously
rich in the measure of the country. He lived with his
family under tents which he moved from place to place
throughout the region between the lakes of Szira, It-Kul!
and Shunet as the grazing of his herds demanded.

He graciously phrased his invitation to indicate that
he would be honored by the visit of learned people.

He sent a good carriage to fetch us, with three big,
fine horses. A sturdy, attractive-looking young Tartar,
Alim, acted as coachman. When we were in place, he
looked about, raised in his seat and uttering a wild cry,
lashed the horses with a long plaited leather whip. It
felt as though the carriage were torn from under us and
we had to hold tight to it to keep from falling out.
The horses had started at a full gallop and were tearing
across the prairie forced to top speed by the cries of the
wild coachman and by the terrible lashings. In one hour
we thus covered thirteen miles.

As we approached, we saw several tents of dark gray

4



TAMING TARTAR STEEDS 45

saddle-cloth with cattle and sheep grazing on the prairie
near-by to be ready for home use, while all the herds
were being run on pastures far away behind the range
of Kizill-Kaya.

On the horizon we made out square buildings of pine
logs surrounded by low walls of clay, the so-called auls
or houses in which rich Tartars spend the winter months,

Spirin with his elder son Mahmet greeted us before
his tent or yurta, inviting us with low salutes and bene-
dictions in the name of the Prophet to enter. The
interior of the yurta was splendid. The ground was cov-
ered with a thick layer of soft saddle-cloths, and rich car-
pets made by the deft hands of the Bokhara and Sardes
women were scattered about. Soft silken hangings hid
the sides and roof of the yurta, and immense silk cushions
and mattresses invited one to repose. Around the sides
were big boxes and small chests inlaid with turquoise,
lapis lazuli, and malachite and fitted with silver fastenings
and trimmings. Tin, copper, and silver dishes, plates
and cups gleamed from shelves and directly opposite the
entrance a sentence from the Koran hung framed in
silver, while near it was a picture of Sheik ul Islam, the
highest spiritual personality for the Mohammedans.

Between two chests richly adorned with silver stood
a frame something like an easel, carrying rifles, revolvers,
sabers, spades, and yatahans or short sabers, some straight
as stilettos and others curved like scythe and sickle.

“Well,” said the Professor, “you have here a whole
arsenal.”

“Yes,” nodded the old Tartar. “Times are stormy and
we must defend ourselves and our fortunes. These are
now hard, black days.”
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Obviously these “black days” were a sore trouble to
him; for, having placed us comfortably on the cushions,
he began to tell about the doings on the prairie. The
Russian Government always made use of the hatred and
strife among the different tribes under its dominion and
the prairie of Chulyma-Minusinsk was no exception. To
this country, which had belonged for centuries to the
Abakan Tartars, the authorities sent colonists from the
Ukraine, lazy, drunken, dissolute peasants who began to
make hay on the lands belonging to the Tartars, to steal
their horses, to wrong their women, and even to murder
the Tartars themselves. The natives complained in vain
to the authorities, who not only did not want to redress
these wrongs, but even encouraged the Ukrainians in
their encroachments. Exasperated, the Tartars took up
their arms and the prairie became the arena of wild
struggles, bloody vendettas and all the crimes that go with
such a strife. No one thought of law; everyone defended
his life and his possessions, combating the unwarranted
abuses of the demoralized Ukrainian colonists. The high
grass of the prairie covered many a corpse, which the
winds later dried and scattered as dust over the sad-
dened plains.

Spirin proved a most hospitable host. He had six
wives, the eldest not less than fifty and the youngest a
mere girl of sixteen, supple as an osier twig and with
the big soft eyes of a deer. All these women were busy
in the second yurta where the kitchen was located. As
we sat at dinner, new dishes, each one more tasty than
the last, were presented to us; hot sulta, a fat morsel
from the sheep’s breast roasted over the coals; tzchiherty,
a broth made of chicken and eggs; shashlyk of mutton
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with some acid, dry berries like cranberries; shashlyk
of mutton kidneys; azn, a sort of Hungarian goulash,
also made of mutton; tamalik or cakes with mushrooms
and berries; a sweet cheese made of sheep’s milk; a
preserve of rhubarb, grapes, figs, and dates. We washed
this all down with kumyss, the ever-present beverage of
the steppes, and with burgundy and champagne specially
imported from the town for our visit. After this banquet
we drank endless glasses of tea served with fruit preserves
of all kinds, jam, honey, and other sweets together with
English biscuits from tin boxes.

The tea drinking is the ceremonial part of the dinner
and is usually long and tedious, but on this occasion
Spirin had carefully planned for our entertainment during
this part of the feast. He ordered his wives to place
before the yurta some carpets and cushions and some
low tables and asked us to come out into the air.

“I will show you my best horses,” he said with a smile
and clapped his hands.

Our coachman, Alim, and the son of our host, Mahmet,
immediately jumped in the saddle and rode off in the di-
rection of the auls. They returned in fifteen minutes
herding before them about fifty beautiful stallions, some
black as ravens, some white or fallow. They came on at
full speed with their heavy manes and magnificent tails
combed by the prairie wind. The horses snorted loudly
like the wild things they were, kicking and biting one an-
other; their shining, bloodshot eyes seemed full of fire,
and fire also appeared to issue from their flaring nostrils.

“These are wild young stallions, knowing no saddle and
untouched by man’s hand. Their blood is noble and
they were reared in Chum-Bazlik, where the richest
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grasses grow. The most noble in all our prairie, they are
as strong as bears, as healthy as lynxes, and as swift as
winged falcons. They are vicious and bold, ready to
fight wolves or bears and unmatched in war. During the
attack they fight with teeth and hoofs for their riders.
The argamaks of the Turkomans, those horses which dur-
ing the battle fight like demons and after the struggle
course over the field to crush the heads of the fallen
enemy, took their wild characteristics from this breed.”

Spirin called something in Tartar to the two young
men, who at once shouted furiously. In an instant the
horses scattered in all directions, casting about in fright
and rushing farther and farther away. Wonderfully
mounted the Tartars followed them, taking their arkan
or native lassoes and whirling them above their heads as
they sped ever faster and faster. A marvelous race be-
gan. The wild stallions, free from burden, put at first
some distance between themselves and the Tartars’
mounts; but these, trained in long and steady pursuits,
maintained an even speed and when the stallions, already
a little tired by their mad gallop, began to slow insensibly,
they little by little drew up on them. The riders gradually
and cleverly directed the movements of the stallions, forc-
ing them to describe on the prairie ever narrowing circles.

When finally the horses were again all huddled into one
group the Tartars rose in the saddle and straightened out
their coiling lassoes like striking snakes and again the
herd scattered. The riders followed them and one could
see that two of the stallions, one black and the second
one fallow, began perceptibly to slacken their pace. For
a time they reared and plunged in all directions, then both

—————
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fell down as though struck by lightning. Old Spirin
laughed :

“The arkan has throttled them!”

Then we saw the two riders swing from their saddles
and, cautiously approaching the struggling stallions,
tighten the ropes. When they had drawn the throttle
tight enough, they deftly slipped up to the beasts and tied
their feet. Then after a moment the stallions, freed from
the throttling ropes, got on their feet and tried to escape,
but they soon found they were tied and after a few spas-
modic attempts, gave up and stood still. The men put
bridles on them and the next moment unshackled their
feet. Though they plunged and reared, it was only a
moment before the riders were back on their mounts,
bending low in their saddles and bringing in leash these
wild magnificent creatures never before touched by man’s
hand.

Soon they were before the yurta with ears laid back
and teeth bared. Two saddles were brought and Alim
held the black stallion by the bridle while Mahmet saddled
him. We witnessed an extraordinary struggle of man
and beast. The stallion was almost constantly in the air
with its lithe body rearing and jumping until its hoofs
seemed at times above the men, touching the earth but
for a second and only to bound again. Mad with fury
and fright, it neighed and snorted; yet Alim, strong as
an oak, held it securely by the bridle and did not let go.
The thongs of rawhide were strong as steel, while the
bit cut the tender mouth of the steed so that it was red
foam that flew, when it snorted and shook its head.
Mahmet was, however, as alert as his steed and never
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lost a chance to tighten bit by bit the girth. With this
finally accomplished, he put on the stirrups. Alim, with
the strength of a bull, forced the stallion’s head to the
earth and like a flash Mahmet was in the saddle, Tartar
fashion, bending low and with knees sharply angled over
the short stirrups. He gave a wild cry and lashed the
stallion with his whip.

For a second the untamed beast stood like a rock, only
its eyes flashing fury; then suddenly it reared as though
it would fall over on its back. It reared, it plunged, it
kicked, all in one mad whirlpool of movement that seemed
impossible for any rider to live through; but all this time
the bent form of the Tartar crouched in the saddle as a
part of the writhing animal.

Despairing of throwing his rider, the stallion straight-
ened himself and fled like an arrow into the prairie, clear-
ing stones and ditches. I saw that Mahmet was holding
the reins loosely, and lightly moving them in the air, was
tapping the sides of the horse with his soft boots and
sometimes lashing it with his whip. I saw too how the
wonderfully muscled body of the animal strained and how
it extended itself in the even, low flight of its graceful,
strong limbs. Mahmet looked like a specter rider, as I
could not make out the horse’s hoofs touching the ground.

Even though the stallion was all this time on a slack
rein, Mahmet brought it round in an immense circle back
to the yurta. The foam fell from its sides and from its
ever reddening mouth. After two more small circles I
saw that which drew from me a cry of astonishment.
The Tartar, seated on this mad Bucephalus, calmly bent
to one side, let the reins fall and, taking out his pipe,
leisurely filled and lighted it. With this done, he straight-
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ened himself in the saddle and came right up to the tent.
The stallion obeyed every movement of his hand and feet;
it trembled but was already conquered.

“Well, here is a real prodigy!” I exclaimed, looking ad-
miringly at Mahmet who sat quietly smiling, smoking and
patting the foamy neck of his horse.

“It is nothing at all,” laughed old Spirin. “This wild
horse came to know that, if it did not obey, the feet of
Mahmet against its sides could break its ribs.”

When I looked at these feet of Mahmet, curved and
powerful as the roots of an old oak, I felt it might be
possible for him to break the bones of the horse.

Spirin’s coachman, Alim, showed us things yet more
difficult. Like his young master, he fitted the saddle on
a wild stallion in a storm of protest ; but with the beast so
constantly off the ground, he evidently did not cinch the
girth sufficiently, for, while he still had his weight in the
mounting stirrup and had not yet caught the offside one,
the saddle slipped to the side of the wild stallion, bring-
ing Alim to the ground. The horse raced away and even
old Spirin cried from fright.

Alim was dragged on the ground with his left foot still
caught in the stirrup. His face was down and several
times he was in mortal danger, as the horse trailed him
over stones; but by some miraculous combination of sight
and strength, he gave a thrust with his hands, which he
was using to keep his head from striking the ground, and
bounded himself over the worst of these stones.

While we were all still held by the first shock of the
fall, something more incredible happened; for there was
Alim swung round with his right foot pressed into the
flank of the animal and his left hand grasping the bridle
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and traveling thus with his feet spread wide apart and his
body out in an almost horizontal position from the fleeing
stallion’s side. It happened in a flash and the steed was
already drawing away down the prairie, yet we could
plainly see Alim in his braced position work with the
bridle and then go down again nearly to the ground under
the horse’s belly, where it looked as though he was trying
to catch the feet of the galloping animal. After some
effort he succeeded in slipping a noose on the near fore-
leg and again strained himself out from the side of the
horse, pulling the stallion’s leg up against its belly and
outward. For a time the beast continued to jump on
three legs but shortly fell on its knees. Alim was out of
the stirrup and on the stallion’s neck like a wild cat and
soon throttled it with a noose. After the horse had
ceased to struggle, Alim kept the throttling thong tight
with one hand and with the other managed to tighten the
girth. In a second he was in the saddle and had loosened
the noose and freed the foot. After this short but
dramatic experience the stallion offered no further re-
sistance and humbly trotted back to the yurta, subdued
and obedient to its rider, who, in spite of his cut and
bruised hands, smiled and spoke caressingly to his mount :

“At at, jaksze at! Toor! (Horse, horse, good horse!
Be quiet!)”

This spectacle of breaking wild horses was the best
recompense for our sufferings for the rich, heavy dinner
of Spirin proved a sore trial for us. We remembered it
for a long time and always afterward were careful how
we partook of Tartar feasts. I even had a sharp tilt with
my dear Professor over it.
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“It was that azu which did not agree with us,” he re-
marked bitterly.

“No, I believe that we ate too much of that s«ita, which
was so very fat,” I contended.

“No, indeed,” the Professor rebutted, “the sulta fat is
light and easily digested; but that asu with its roots,
vegetables, and dried berries was simply a poison.”

1 remained firm, however, in my conviction, while the
Professor defended the sulta and violently attacked the
azu. As we could not arrive at a mutual understanding,
he subsequently steered clear of the asu and I avoided
the sulta.



CHAPTER VI

A PRAIRIE DRAMA

WE had no premonition while with Spirin that we
were in a family doomed to the great misfortune
that befell it two days later.

Some days after our visit to the Tartar, the Professor
sent me to do some geological work in the prairie. I was
to search for such sulphur veins as might be the source of
the sulphate of magnesium in the waters of Lake Szira.
I had looked into ravines and cuts made by the spring
floods and was examining the steep banks of the dry
rivers on the prairie, when suddenly I saw a large flock
of ravens and some big vultures wheeling above what I
naturally supposed was a dead horse or ox; but, looking
more carefully in this direction from a little mound near-
by, I saw what looked like the body of a man in the grass.

As I went over to the spot, my heart stood still in my
breast when I recognized in the corpses lying there these
two daring and magnificent riders Mahmet, son of Spirin,
and Alim, his big lieutenant. These splendid conquerors
of a few days ago now lay here with mutilated faces and
skulls smashed by an axe. I found no traces of struggle
around them.

Hak, who was with me, minutely examined them and
then, with his profound knowledge of such deeds, seri-
ously observed:
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“The heads of these Tartars were smashed with the
back of an axe, and then, out of pure spite for the killed,
their faces were mutilated.”

We at once informed the police and old Spirin of the
terrible tragedy. As we informed our Tartar host of his
awful loss, our hearts bled for him in his grief and wild
despair. The inquest proceeded immediately as there just
happened to be a qualified judge visiting the medical in-
stitute at Szira. A few days later we learned what had
occurred in the prairie where the blood of the two
Tartars was shed.

To understand this drama one must know some of the
details of the life of these plains. Of all their possessions
the Tartars most value their studs, as they generally de-
velop special individual breeds with distinct and valuable
qualities. The Abakan stallions were already in great
demand in the Altai region, where through them the
quality of the local horses, formerly on the decline, had
been not only maintained but greatly improved. Owing
to this sharp demand, horse thieves from among the
Ukrainian colonists stealthily hunted these horses, stole
them, and sold them in the Altai. But it was no easy
task, as the Tartar herdsmen guarding the studs were
watchful and courageous and, being well armed, did not
fear encounters with the robbers. Moreover, the herds
are also guarded by the stallions, these wild and fearless
animals, which attack marauding strangers with tooth
and hoof. All this was true of Spirin’s studs, but it was
recently remarked that some stallions that ran with and
guarded a whole group of mares abandoned the herd
which then ran far away into the prairie. Only once had
it been possible to overhaul such an escaped herd and
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bring it back to camp. The herdsmen noticed many
tracks of shod horses near the herd, made undoubtedly
by some riders who disappeared when the Tartars came’
near. The runaway stallions when found had wounds
all over their bodies, from which it was evident that, be-
fore abandoning their mares, they had fought with some
enemy.

This tragedy was a mysterious enigma, as the ex-
perienced Tartars could trace nobody in the prairie and
were lost in surmise. But the inquiring judge found the
key to the mystery. He examined the wounded stallions
and one of the recaptured herds as well as the traces of
the shod horses and the road taken by the runaway herd,
after which he ordered the police of the whole district to
search for the owner of a big, red stallion, unshod and
with one broken hoof.

Some days later the policeman from a village situated
thirty-five miles from Szira brought a Ukrainian peasant
who was the possessor of just such a horse. He did not
bring the stallion, as the peasant said that it had run
away and was being searched for. Though the judge
threatened the peasant with long imprisonment if he did
not make a clean breast of it, the latter stubbornly pro-
tested his innocence. Then the judge ordered him put
into custody at police headquarters and, when he was
lodged there, the judge himself came and spoke with him
thus:

“I see that you are a sly bird, but in my life I have
known better ones, for I have chased horse thieves in
Turkestan and have caught courageous Turkomans and
wary Persians. In these matters no one can deceive me.
Remember this and now pay attention to what I am going
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to tell you. You have an immense, vicious, red stallion
with a broken hoof on its left hind leg. It has also
a white tail. And it is a wise horse, as it learned from
you the business of the thief’s trade! This is what you
do, my birdie. Having picked out your Tartar stud, you
bring your red beast to it in the night. It fights with the
Tartar stallion and is victorious, being bigger and
stronger. The herdsmen pay no attention to the cries
and neighs of the combatants and even if they do look
in this direction, they find everything in order and sleep
again. But they would not sleep again, if, during the
daytime, you had not sneaked up to their camp and put
sleep powder in their meat bags. When the red stallion
has conquered its adversary, it, slowly at first then
quicker and quicker, takes away all the mares and herds
them to the place where you and other scoundrels like you
lie in wait for them. Then you drive the horses off in the
direction of the Altai, while your companions blot out
the traces of the stud by galloping in the same direction
on their shod beasts. And this is the whole game because
afterwards everything is easy for you. You sell the
horses to the Tartars and peasants of the Altai, you re-
turn to your village, you spend your money on vodka and
beer and, when you have nothing more, you begin to think
about a new adventure. But this time something upset
your game for, immediately after the herdsmen had
started in pursuit, you came back to their camp and wan-
dered all round it, looking for something. What were
you searching for in the prairie?”

The peasant, white and trembling, terrified by the tale
of this sorcerer or devil of a judge, sat silent with wide
open eyes. The judge continued:
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“You see that I know everything. I also know why
you came to the camp. One of you lost the bag with the
sleep powder. You did not find this trace of your guilt
as you were drunk; but I found it and here it is!”

Saying this the judge took from his pocket a little bag
containing a powder concocted, as he told me afterwards,
of the ground berries of belladonna and opium. The
peasant fell on his knees and, begging for mercy, named
the peasants who had driven the herd off to the Altai.
The judge ordered pursuit in the shortest way—that is,
by telegraph. The robbers were taken and the studs re-
turned to Spirin. Since that affair Mahmet and Alim
kept in close touch with the studs and carefully watched
the herdsmen. On one of these journeys the relatives of
the imprisoned peasants caught the Tartars and murdered
them cruelly. But the perpetrators of the crime were not
discovered.

When I asked the judge how he had unraveled this
riddle, he replied:

“The methods of the horse thieves are known to me
through my long judicial experience among these Eastern
peoples. Certain features of this tragedy put me im-
mediately on the trail. I had only to make sure. Ex-
amining the wounded stallions I found in their mouths
some red horse hair and some long white hair from a
horse’s tail. There was no such stallion in the Spirin
studs, besides on the field of battle I distinctly saw the
spoors of the aggressor’s hoofs, and had no doubt about its
size. The bag of sleeping powder I found when investi-
gating the camp of the herdsmen. I could not understand
how they failed to remark an unknown stallion and how
they allowed the stud to be taken away under their noses.
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I inferred at first they were drunk with buza or arraka,’
but found no trace of a drunken revel. Then I found the
little bag in the sand. One of the Tartars had evidently
stepped on it and pressed it into the earth and this was
the reason why the robbers could not find it. And as
to the murder of the son of Spirin and his worker, this is
a regular occurrence in this country, where the law of
revenge holds sway among the native Tartars and the
Russians.”

The judge was of course widely experienced and had
keen intuition, otherwise he could not have so quickly un-
raveled the whole matter ; but when I saw the tears of the .
old mother and of the wife of Mahmet, I realized the
crushing fact that all the laws and legal processes could
not restore to life the fine young Tartar, who knew so
well how to conquer and master the wild steeds of his
father’s herds. With thoughts like these I watched the
group of Tartars carrying the bodies of their lost ones
to the little ridge where their graves awaited them; and
there my eyes involuntarily alighted on the beautiful face
of a young Tartar woman, quite a child yet. With long-
ing and indescribable despair, she looked without a tear
or a sigh into the face of the powerful Alim, attractive
even in death. I thought that this giant and athlete had
lighted the fires of prairie love in the heart of the young
girl and that perhaps the avenging arm of justice might
execute its sentence through the slim and gracious hand
of this sad maiden who knew well the workings of ven-
detta law.

1A weak spirit made of fermented mare’s milk.



CHAPTER VII
A BATTLE OF TARANTULAS

WHEN the first poignancy of the prairie drama had

passed, we recommenced our work. Life is life:
it weeps over its dead, visits their graves but continues its
course full of struggle, energy, the wish for existence and
wisdom.

After some days I went to make studies of Lake Shunet,
which was known to be very salty and to have a thick
layer of black ooze, smelling strongly of hydrogen-sul-
phide. I traveled in a little two-horse wagon with Hak,
who had become very much attached to me as a result
of my treating him as an equal.

After a drive of six miles, we noticed that the prairie
grass was less abundant and later that the ground was
covered with only a creeping grass that had soft stalks
as red as though they were full of blood. This was Sali-
cernia, a variety of grass adapted to soil saturated with
salt. Finally, even this disappeared, leaving an entirely
black prairie covered with salt crystals like hoar-frost. It
was the so-called Solonchak.

Near this dead prairie I met for the first time graves
of the native nomads. The well-known Russian ethnolo-
gist and archeologist, Adrianoff, killed afterwards in
Tomsk in 1920 by the Soviet Government, proved that
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these graves are those of the Ouigurs who here led a
nomad life before the invasion of Jenghiz-Khan.

These graves were formerly well elevated, but are con-
siderably worn down now. They were usually sur-
rounded with from four to six stones, high slabs or
pillars, monoliths of Devon freestone sometimes brought
from great distances just such as I have seen on the Tuba
River and in the praries between the Tuba and the
Abakan, both of which are affluents of the Yenesei.
These gravestones or dolmens stretch out in a long single
line and disappear in the distance.

On some of these stones inscriptions were still visible.
These were runic signs; this oldest alphabet of humanity,
used not only as a means of communication beyond the
carrying power of the human voice by delineating them
on tablets or strips of bark, but also as an attempt by their
users in their monumental inscriptions to carry down
some word beyond the span of a single human life to
future tribes. At this time I had only a passing look at
these dolmens and monoliths, with which I became more
intimately acquainted during a later journey through the
country of the graves, that immense, historic cemetery of
whole tribes and peoples who wandered across the vast
plains of Central Asia drawn by an invisible magnet to
the West, to the conquering of Europe, to the destruction
of Christian civilization.

Finally, we came upon Lake Shunet framed in black,
stinking mud with salt spots all over it, so bright in the
full glare of the sun that our eyes ached as we looked
upon it.

Not a bird was visible on the shores or the surface of
the dead lake. It was dead, but it had died gracefully;
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for on its surface were salt crystals sparkling like
diamonds, which agglomerated into great sheets and
sank to the bottom forming there thick layers that were
gradually filling up the reservoir of the disappearing lake.

Wallowing through the evil-smelling mud, Hak and I
made our way to the lake to take samples of the water
for our chemical studies and to measure the temperature.
When we were quite near the water, we were astonished
to see that it was surrounded by a band of something
coral red, about one foot wide. Not knowing what it
could be, I bent down and discovered that it was formed
of a mass of little beings already dead and rotting, and
the cause of the disagreeable, sickly smell pervading the
air. I collected a number of the bodies of the red beings
in a flask and began to pour lake water into it. Suddenly,
I saw in my glass reservoir little red crawfish no more
than five millimeters in length swimming about very
quickly but so delicate and ephemeral that after only a few
minutes they were dead. The biologic studies subse-
quently established that they were the last living creatures
in Lake Shunet and were called Artemia salina. Besides
them only the Beggiatoae bacilli lived here, killing all the
other life in the lake and at the same time preparing their
own extinction. :

I sent Hak in to try the depth of the lake. Taking off
his garments he entered the water and, when he was far
out from the shore, he called back:

“It’s like walking on glass.”

This made me curious and, undressing, I followed
him.

I found that the bottom of Shunet was hard and
polished like crystal or marble, formed of the salt that
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had been for centuries precipitated by the action of the
sun and the wind on the surface of the lake. This de-
posit was a high grade of kitchen salt with a purity of
99.89 per cent.

As the day was very hot, we decided, after our investi-
gations, to take a bath, but we found that nowhere in
the lake was there a depth of more than three feet. We
had a great deal of difficulty with this bath. When we
tried to plunge in, the water threw us back as though we
were wellcorked empty bottles. With our attempts at
swimming we experienced no little enjoyment as we
floated on the surface of the water almost as if we were
lying on the floor of a room ; only this floor was not stable,
pillowing and cushioning us as we turned on it from side
to side, sometimes on our backs, sometimes on our
breasts.

“Well, what deviltry is this?” cried Hak with loud
laughter. “It is a real scandal! One of the worst things
you can say about a man is that he is as stupid as a cork,
and here I feel myself to be a real cork bobbing on the
water. Do you suppose our minds are also corks?”

Hak was quite right, as our bodies had the same re-
lationship to the water of Shunet as a cork bears to
ordinary water.

We did not succeed in taking a bath, but instead we
made a very curious discovery. We noticed that some-
thing was moving towards us from the shore. Sitting
in the water we watched this phenomenon until suddenly
Hak jumped to his feet and cried:

““Get out as quick as you can!”

With some reluctance I followed him, because I wanted
to see what it was. I soon made out an immense tarantula
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spider walking with its long hairy legs on the water with-
out breaking the surface, although, as this bent slightly
under the spider, it was traveling very carefully. It
threateningly advanced its feelers and carried its head
high, ready for the attack or defence with the aid of its
virulent poison. It passed fairly close to me with the
warlike expression of a battleship with all its guns run
out and seeming to say:

“I advise you not to meddle in matters which do not
concern you!”

We looked with awesome respect on this giant as it
slowly went away in the direction of the opposite bank.

When we finally left the water, we at once cried out
with pain, as we had the feeling that thousands of needles
were pricking us. It was the intensely salt character of
the water that had given these pains. After some
minutes we were covered from head to foot with a thin
layer of crystallized salt, flaking off when we bent our
limbs or made any quick movement.

“It looks,” laughed Hak, “just as though some one has
broken all the windows in us!”

And the witty Hak was once more right. Finally, all
these glass panes fell away, leaving the salt-irritated skin
as painful and red as though it had been scalded. Some
days passed before we were rid of the disagreeable and
vexing pain.

I spent with Hak two days on the shores of Shunet
making various studies of the water, salt, and ooze of the
lake, catching Beggiatoae and the red, nimble crawfish
and collecting plants and insects.

I made some curious discoveries regarding the
tarantula with whose holes the neighborhood was thickly
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dotted. These holes are quite round and have two long
passages leading in opposite directions from their lower
end. Of these the longer one is the family home of the
spider while the shorter is a fortress, from which the
spider makes its attacks on its victims and defends itself
and its home from intruders, especially the big brown
dung beetles with hard shells and with glands that secrete
a stinking intoxicating odor. These beetles hunt the
spiders and devour them. To protect itself, the spider
builds its barbed wire entanglement of strong cobwebs
which entangle the enemy and thus materially assist the
tarantula in his battle with the foe. At the end of this
fortress, the spider has also a small web in which it puts
the victims caught outside and dragged to the hole. This
species of spider hunts in the grass and with a swift attack
jumps on its victims and kills them with its teeth or
carries them back to its hole, keeping them as live meat
in its web. I found one hole in which five big caterpillars
were thus imprisoned behind these bars of strong cob-
web.

The tarantula’s bite is very painful and the bitten place
swells terribly, causing a high fever in the whole body.
I was told that people bitten by tarantulas, unless the
quickest measures against the poison were taken, often
die from the bite.

Strangely enough, the worst foe of the tarantula is a
sheep. It has no fear of the tarantula’s bite and, putting
its tongue right into the spider’s hole, waits until the con-
fident lord of battle fastens the warm tongue with teeth
and hairy feet; then, with a visible appreciation of the
agreeable sensation, the sheep closes its eyes with enjoy-
ment and swallows the angry tarantula as we swallow a
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Blue Point or Lynnhaven, only without lemon or horse
radish.

I ordered Hak to catch for me the biggest and best
specimens he could find and for this I gave him a big
glass jar with a cork. My helpmate accepted this duty
willingly, just as he did everything willingly and with
spirit; and I would add, in this connection, that all three
of the fugitives were always good tempered, ready, and
industrious.

Only once I noticed while at Lake Szira that they re-
mained in their room with heads sadly bent, whispering
somethink one to another. When I asked the reason for
their sadness, Trufanoff, who was then acting as cook for
our expedition, answered for them all.

“Ah—!" he sighed profoundly. “What can be said,
Sir? It is easy to guess. We are now as other people,
nobody looks upon us as wild beasts, monsters, and the
scum of humanity because you protect us with your clean,
respected names. But this real life will soon end for us;
you will go away from here and then we shall have to re-
turn to solitary places, to dens in the rocks and in the
ground, to the forests and at times even into bushes on
inaccessible marshes. We shall again be wolves hunted
by everybody. We shall return to the hunger, disease,
and torture of vagrant life. Damn it! It is not worth
while to live longer in such a way!”

As he finished, he bent his head in black reflection.
The rest were silent also; but after a moment, Hak said
in a voice previously unknown to me:

“Well, it must be. We have life in us and we must
live, even though it be as wolves.”
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At these words Sienko raised his grizzled, wild head
and mumbled :

“I have yet accounts to settle with my witnesses. I will
not die before them. I will live for my revenge, for their
black hour; but we shall all remember you and we shall
grieve at leaving you!”

Such were the thoughts in the heads of our strange
companions of Lake Szira.

Hak, taking the glass jar, went to hunt the tarantulas.
I saw him putting in his breeches pocket a little bottle of
water.

“You are going to drink water ?”’ I asked with astonish-
ment, knowing that Hak always spoke with disgust of
cold water, and liked only vodka or tea.

“No, it will serve to dislodge the spider from its hole,”
he answered. “When I pour some water into the hole,
the spider, which does not like water any more than I do,
will come out and I shall then immediately invite it into
the jar!”

He returned after an hour with the jar half full of his
game, their hairy legs and bodies twisted together in a
solid, dark mass. As we set the jar on the ground and be-
gan studying the spiders, I felt that the eyes of the whole
spider world were fixed on me in curiosity and hate.
When I was about to pour alcohol over them to preserve
them for our collection, Hak stopped my hand, saying:

“Don’t do it, you will see a funny game. Afterwards
I shall catch you as many spiders as you want.”

“What is it going to be?” I asked.

“I shall not tell you,” he laughed; “you will see for
yourself. I tell you it is a play, a scandal, very like
human plays and scandals.”
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He laughed again and in his voice were tones of disdain
and mockery. With my curiosity thus aroused I began to
study the spiders. They lay in a thick mass without any
movement ; sometimes only a single leg quivered and con-
tracted furiously. This calm lasted for some minutes,
then somewhere from the bottom, an entirely black fellow
came out, scattering the others. It raised high on its
legs and threateningly thrust out its feelers and head.

Suddenly, with a violent movement, the spider sprang
on its nearest neighbor and thrust its teeth into it. Some
futile quivers of the victim and all was over. Licensed
by this first crime, the black tarantula madly went about
killing and wounding the others. A wild dance of death
ensued. It was impossible to distinguish single spiders as
they struggled together, twisting and jumping, giving and
receiving thrust. The first criminal, badly mangled in
the whirlpool of battle, lay dead. Suddenly, I saw a big
red spider squirm out from the mass of combatants and
spring up into the narrow neck of the flask, where it
wedged itself and hung while the battle of life and death
continued beneath it.

“It is a young tarantula,” exclaimed Hak, “a young
and sly one, like all red people.”

This red spider hung there for a long time until the
moment when the last of the combatants remained alone,
severely wounded and only feebly moving its legs. Then
the red spider dropped on it, giving it a last thrust, and
began to devour it without scruple.

“Well,” exclaimed Hak. “Is it not often so among
men in great pots—towns?”’

In spite of myself I smiled, for the simile was true.

Hak without further comment opened the jar and
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scattered the spiders on the ground. Seeing the red spider
making off, he murmured:

“Run away, my friend, life is yours because you are
wise,” and he went to look for more tarantulas. He re-
" turned when it was already dark and began to prepare tea
and soup over the fire. Meanwhile, I poured alcohol over
the tarantulas, with which the jar was almost full, and
brought the diary of our work up to date.

During the evening meal, Hak, taking his inspiration
from the jar of tarantulas, began one of his numerous
stories.

“Once after my escape from prison in Atchinsk I
wanted to go to Turkestan and somewhere in the Kirghiz
prairie near Lake Balkash I came upon a hovel of a man
in a very solitary spot. He was neither Kirghiz nor
Russian. I couldn’t make out what he was, but knew only
that he spoke bad Russian and did not like to talk about
himself. While spending some nights with him, I re-
marked that he went out after sundown and returned very
late, carrying something heavy under his coat Waking
in the night, I saw him bent over a pot on the stove in
which he was cooking something.

“One day some riders came to our shelter. They were
Kirghizi, Sartes, and some natives from Turkestan. I
was astonished to see them armed, as I knew how severely
the Russian authorities punish the natives for carrying
weapons. 1 took them to be robbers and felt in sympathy
with them; and they, having found out that I was prison
meat, became talkative and frank. I soon learned that
they were workers for some inn-owners along the road
from Bokhara to Krasnovodsk. These innkeepers robbed
merchants coming to Bokhara and Khiva after their sales
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of cattle, horses, silk, and wool to the Russian factories in
Krasnovodsk. They committed the robberies in a strange
manner.

“As the merchants were always accompanied by armed
detachments, the innkeepers had to work through other
means than force and so added to their visitors’ drinks the
so-called ‘tarantula wine.” This is made from tarantulas
maddened before death, soaked in alcohol, and boiled for
a long time with all sorts of berries and herbs. Itis of a
greenish-brown color and has a disgusting smell. A few
drops added to any drink cause almost immediate faint-
ness, which passes after some hours but leaves, however,
in the victim, a form of madness of long duration, loss of
memory, and incoherent movements and words. The
owner of the inn robs the merchant and his men during
the torpor, and afterwards his assistants take them some-
where far off in the prairie and leave them there. Al-
most invariably the victim cannot remember what befell
him or where he last was. With this the adventure gen-
erally ends; for, even if he did remember the whole affair
and returned with his men to try to recover his lost
wealth, he would have to meet the armed workers of the
innkeeper and would inevitably succumb to these ruffians
collected from among hunted criminals, adventurers, and
other lost souls. Such were the men who arrived at the
solitary house where I was hiding. You already under-
stand, I suppose, that the owner of the house was a maker
of tarantula wine. His industry was terrible; however,
I saw him doing a lot of good. From every part of the
Kirghiz country, from the Seven Rivers, sick people
arrived suffering from rheumatic pains, some with
swollen feet and hands, others bent double and hardly able
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to walk. This manufacturer of the poisonous wine
doctored them all willingly and without taking any pay.

“He gave them some herb infusion with a small addi-
tion of his terrible wine which in this potion did not act
with such disastrous effect. Then he ordered them to lie
in the sun and after some days they went away nearly or
quite healed, thanking him profoundly. They proved
their gratitude not with gifts but in another odd but use-
ful fashion. They kept him carefully informed just
when and where the police, the judge, or any other state
official was moving, which enabled their uncertificated
physician to take care of himself. Owing to the character
of my sanctuary I was here quite safe, as I could always
disappear like camphor, if an unwelcomed guest were to
visit our establishment. For almost half a year I helped
my host to make this tarantula wine for which the robber
inns paid so well. I learned how to madden the spiders
with the heated iron rod and became intimately ac-
quainted with all their habits.”

“And why did you leave this shelter?”

He waved his hand, saying nonchalantly :

““Oh, it was because of a woman.”

“Tell me how it came about.”

“It was simple enough,” he answered. “The craving
for an immediate, big haul proved the undoing of both of
us, my friend and myself. Once a well-dressed lady came
quite unexpectedly to our den and remained for a long
time closeted with my host, discussing something evidently
very important. Curious and anxious, I began eaves-
dropping. Soon I heard the voice of the lady:

“‘Well, this is agreed? she was saying. ‘I will give
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you all my rings and a thousand roubles besides, but it
must act immediately.’

“ ‘Don’t be anxious about that,” mumbled my friend in
his broken Russian. ‘You put ten drops into the brandy
your husband drinks before dinner and that will be the
last dinner he will ever eat. May I be struck by lightning
if this is not true.’

“The lady went away and prepared that last dinner
for her husband, but did it in such a way that the authori-
ties investigating the death suspected crime and arrested
her. Under pressure she confessed from where she se-
cured the poison. Quite unexpectedly the police came for
us, descending on us as a hawk descends on partridges
and only when we were already manacled and seated in
the carriage to be taken to prison, did one of our medical
clients arrive to warn us that the police were some kilo-
meters from our hut. This was truly belated news. We
were then for a long time in prison and all through a
woman.” . . .

Ending this tale he lighted his pipe and, getting up,
said:

“It is time for sleep, Sir.”

But this tarantula day had made a deep impression on
me. For a long time I turned from side to side on my
thick saddle-cloth thinking that it would not be very nice
if a black, hairy tarantula should creep from some hole
underneath my cloth and fasten its teeth into my foot.
These vicious and disgusting banditti of the prairie were
not pleasing to me. The only ones I felt no animus
against were those in my jar from which I was making
the tarantula wine, not, of course, for a beautiful lady or
for banditti of the road, but for my zoological collection.
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Hak, noticing that I was still awake, asked in a sleepy
voice:

“You cannot sleep, Sir?”’

“No, I can’t,”” I answered, “I am afraid of those
spiders.”

He yawned and replied :

“Don’t be afraid! No tarantula will venture over the
edge of your koshma (cloth) of sheep’s wool. It has
been proved millions of times.”



CHAPTER VIII

THE CURSE OF ABUK KHAN

IT was still a long time before we finished our wander-

ings on the prairies of Chulyma-Minusinsk. We
visited and studied lakes rich in kitchen salt, where there
were primitive installations for extracting it from the lake
water; some containing soda, as the Lake of the Geese
and Saletra Lake; some with Glauber salts resembling
Lake Szira and quite a number of others. We visited the
“Julia Mine” with its layers of copper ore where English-
men were at work; we saw deposits of iron and man-
ganese and advanced ever further south in the direction of
the Minusinsk district among the last ridges of the Great
Altai. As we penetrated deeper into the Chulyma prairies
on the left bank of the Yenesei we came across more and
more frequently large and small dolmens, sometimes find-
ing great clusters of them, which marked the horodyshcha
or common graves of earlier tribes overtaken here by
some catastrophe.

This country, where the Abakan Tartars camp with
their herds, is a vast, common, historic cemetery used at
various intervals by the Ouigurs, Soyots, Khalchas-
Mongols, Olets, Djungars, and numberless other nomadic
tribes, human crowds nursed on the fostering bosom of
Asia, this mother of peoples. All these, urged by every
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known motive and reason, inhabited or crossed these end-
less grass lands traversed by the red range of Kizill-Kaya
and its branches, which join the Altai Mountains to the
southwest.

Here rode the hordes of Jenghiz the Conqueror, of
Tamerlane the Lame, of the terrible Goondjur, and of
the last scion of the Great Mongol, Amursan Khan. In
former times, the same road was taken by merchants of
Babylon and Ecbatana and by the warlike adventurers
from the northern slopes of Pamir. All of them left be-
hind the graves of their killed or dead, marked by these
red monoliths or dolmens. One can find in these historic
tombs swords, arrows, and axes of bronze and iron,
copper and silver horse bits and stirrups, golden bridle
buckles and women’s ear-rings; but only rarely the bones
of their owners, for time and nature have destroyed these
human relics.

Among the most numerous small dolmens, sometimes a
proud arrogant pile raises itself crowned by a slab of free-
stone. There are the graves made by the bloody Jenghiz
Temuchin. He erected them on his fields of battle over the
bodies of his sons, his chiefs, and his warriors, thus mark-
ing the bloody road of a great conqueror. Even until to-
day they are landmarks from the Urals to Peking and
Tashkent, landmarks to measure the otherwise uncharted
prairie expanses. A traveler may ask a Tartar herdsman:

“How far is it to the Asul camp?”

The latter will think a moment and reply :

“As far as five times the distance from the little Jenghiz
grave to the Kara-Jenghiz grave.”

In this wise the prairie roads are still measured and
this is all that the monuments of the bloody founder of
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the Mongol State mean to this region today, milestones
along a prairie trail.

The impressionable traveler feels that above these
graves and above this ocean of prairie grass, the shadows
of long-dead heroes and martyrs are hovering still, and
that the red glare of conquering fires has not yet alto-
gether disappeared from some corner of the blue-gray
sky, and that somewhere the terrible voices of war and
murder are not yet silent. Each stone seems to have its
story or legend. Perhaps by this slab once sat musing the
very Khan himself who, after the great Kurultai
(Council) took thousands of the nomads from near the
Chinese Wall and led them to the Dnieper, drowning the
earth with blood and filling the rivers and streams with
the flood of captives’ tears.

I distinctly sensed with awe and emotion the stories
of the battles which took place here and left after them
graves and legends, making vocal again the tones of the
stern warriors or the sobs and plaints of the victims. It
seemed to me that the grass whispered unknown tales of
long past times and of the people reposing under the
dolmens; and that these monoliths, with grim effort,
struggle to keep alive the names of the heroes who found
their final rest on this trail of races, nations and tribes.

A sadness and deep emotion came over me as I wan-
dered among the dolmens and horodyshcha and my soul
called loudly:

“Where are you, all you who came from the banks of
the Euphrates, from Tarim, Kerulen, the banks of the
Yellow River; all you who were born in mountains of
Kwen-lun, Pamir, Tian-shan, the Great Khingan, and
among the woody Tannu-Ola? Do you remember the
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aims and the stories of your life? Did you find repose or
eternal torture in the unknown country where your spirit
went when your body was taken by the earth, adorned
with red slabs and dolmens to commemorate and glorify
you? Why are you silent when questioned by a living
soul? Give a sign that something remained after you,
something better and more durable than the body and
bones which have disappeared without a trace.”

Such were the thoughts which occupied my mind as I
studied these old stones over the graves of the unknown
wanderers of history. For the most part the pillars and
slabs were plain, but on some I found runic inscriptions,
circles, triangles, squares, zigzags, arrows, and dots placed
without any apparent design sometimes something like the
Hindoo or Tibetan writing, subtle and difficult to read.
On others, a knotty writing like the lace of the Mongolian
alphabet; then something resembling the characters of
Assyria or Babylonia—all unknown, mysterious, alluring
in their possibilities of new historic and ethnographic
discoveries.

Finding a big and unusually imposing dolmen I wanted
to make a photograph of it. It was near Black Lake,
where we spent two days, studying a fairly large instal-
lation for extracting salt. The dolmen stood in a small
basin, surrounded by mounds covered with bits of Devon
freestone and lumps of copper ore. It was a magnificent
specimen consisting of sixteen big columns of about eight
feet in height surrounding the grave, traces of whose
elevation were yet visible. On the northern stones I
discovered some runic signs frequently repeated. The
valley was profoundly calm without a single disturbing
element and I had the feeling that I was in a temple or
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before an open grave. I made two photographs from
different sides of the dolmen and, just as I was putting
away my apparatus, a Tartar herdsman came riding up.

He asked what I was doing, sadly shook his head and,
leaving his horse to graze, sat .down near me.

The dolmens did not interest him, but he told me that
near us was the road of the bagadir or great warrior.
I asked him to show it to me. Some three hundred steps
from the dolmens a ditch five feet deep led to the bank
of the Yenesei.

Pointing to the ditch which ended on the summit of
the rocky cliffs along the river, the Tartar said:

“A long time ago, before our Tartars came here from
Abakan, some tribes, under the leadership of old Prince
Goon, camped in the prairies. Goon was killed in battle.
His son buried him on the summit of the mountains
surrounding Buluk-Kul and, as there were no hard, red
stones for a monument, he came each morning to the
bank of the Yenesei, took these red slabs and brought
them before nightfall to Lake Buluk. It was almost a
day’s journey to the lake, and the stones were big and
heavy, heavier than two bulls. Such a bagadir was the
son of Goon that, carrying these enormous loads and
traveling as fast as a wild buck, he made this bagadir
road with his powerful feet on the soft prairie soil as
well as on the rocks.”

I had several times heard such stories of roads made
by Tartar giants in other parts of the country and always
the hero of these stories was a son carrying stones from
far-away places to the grave of his father. It must be
a theme of the native poetry showing the homage of
respect and love of sons for their fathers. However,
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the stories were current only among the natives of the
Yenesei, Tuba, Amyl, and Abakan districts; farther to
the south and east I did not hear them.

That same evening I developed my negatives of the
dolmen. How astonished I was to find nothing on the
plates! They were exposed but carried no images. In
the morning I went to the dolmen to try again, having
loaded my camera with fresh Lumiére plates from a new
box. On developing I again found nothing on the plates.
As these were new and good and the camera was working
properly on other subjects, the cause must have been
outside the apparatus. The only possible hypothesis I
could think of was that in the valley where the dolmen
stood there might exist the rare but possible phenomenon
of the interference of rays where the dead waves of light
made no impressions on the plates. This hypothetical
explanation for a time checked my further speculations
and decided me to waste no more exposures on this
dolmen.

Later when revisiting this dismal country of Black
Lake to study the mineral and soda springs and the
deposits of copper ore in various parts of the basin, I
met some Tartar riders among whom was a mucdzin
or priest. While we rode along together for a consider-
able distance the Tartars asked me about life in other
countries and I reciprocated with questions about theirs.

The muedzin or mowlla, as a man a little more learned,
told me of certain historical episodes, principally from
the epoch of the expedition of the Mongols to Europe,
and then related to me a story which I had never heard
before.

“When Jenghiz-Khan came to our prairie through
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Amyl, Kemchik, and Abakan,” said the moulla, “the
courageous Quigurs were then camping here. They were
then but the remnants of a formerly numerous people
which had held power over much of Asia and had con-
stituted the greatest nomad empire in history. When it
fell, the remains of the Quigurs, crossing the ranges of
the Sayan and the Altai, took refuge in these prairies
under their Khans, who were the descendants of the
great Ouigur rulers. Later, when the hordes of Jenghiz
overflowed these prairies, murdering all who did not obey
them and killing their cattle and horses, the last Ouigur
Khan, Abuk, was then reigning here.

“This Khan sent to Jenghiz two riders with the petition
that the great chief cross his prairies without injuring
the population in any way. Jenghiz killed one of the
riders, as he was the son of Abuk, and with rich gifts
bribed the second to tell Abuk that Jenghiz would follow
the right bank of the Yenesei. This rider, who was one
of the trusted lieutenants of the Khan, knew how to
reassure his master and to prevent him from preparing
his defense. The armies of Jenghiz attacked him in the
night and were easily victorious. Abuk was captured
and murdered; and, when going to his doom he ex-
claimed:

“‘I hate everybody and everything! Woe on the man
who shall take anything from the place where I die. I
shall revenge myself on him. My spirit, like an autumn
fog, will remain here!’

“Thus spoke Khan Abuk,” continued the moulla.
“Jenghiz, with his warriors and riches, swept farther on
as a destroying flame. The remaining Ouigurs set up
round the place where their ruler had been killed, red
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stones on which they traced his words of hate and his
eternal curse. Once some men came here, planning to
take away the stones with the inscription; but one was
killed by a horse and the second, in a boat, was drowned.
Our Tartars imagined that great treasures were buried
as offerings in the grave of Abuk and wanted to seize
them. When they began to dig, a fog arose and hid the
earth from them; their spades struck only stones, from
which fire and dust spurted. Three of these men were
blinded and the fourth one was killed as he passed along
the rocky road to the river. Some years ago a Russian
painter wanted to paint the grave of Abuk-Khan, but
finally fled in terror as he came here three times and
never could see the stones because they were covered
with thick clouds that rose from the earth.”

“Show me this grave,” I begged, as I always liked and
to this day still like all mysterious places in which the
apparent mystery may be but the cloak of some natural
reason.

“We must pass near the grave,” answered the moulla,
“as we wish to take a rest by Black Lake where we have
a kunak (friend), a Russian.”

We continued our journey, amusing ourselves with all
sorts of tales. Finally, one of the Tartars who had
ridden ahead turned in the saddle and cried:

“The grave of Abuk-Khan!”

I gave an exclamation of astonishment: it was the
dolmen I could not photograph.

“Why,” thought I, “did old Abuk put his hand over
my Zeiss lens?”’

Urged by a new curiosity I decided to have one
more try. In the night I prepared fresh plates, over-



82 MAN AND MYSTERY IN ASIA

hauled my camera, checking it up in every detail, and
awaited the morning with the same feeling with which
I await an interesting and unusual hunt.

At nine the next morning I was again at the dolmen.
The sun was bright. The red monoliths seemed to be
like steel ingots, red from the fire. I went round the
dolmen, choosing three places, and made two snapshots
and one long time exposure of twenty seconds. Then I
had to wait impatiently till evening to develop my mysteri-
ous photos made at the grave of the hater of “everybody
and of everything.”

At noon the Professor returned and after dinner we
went to a large village near the bank of the Yenesei,
from where we were to go by boat to the south to study
some layers of salt which were reported to be saltpeter.

Our wagon rolled swiftly over the hard prairie, while
a second with our workers and luggage followed. Near
the village a dog sprang out from under a dolmen. The
horses were frightened, swerved the wagon to the right
and afterwards swung round sharply, throwing us both
out. I lighted on a heap of stones, twisted and bruised
my left arm, which from that time has always been
smaller and weaker than my right one, and smashed my
photographic apparatus so completely that the Zeiss lens
and the cases with the plates were reduced to fragments.

When I got up, covered with bruises and feeling a
sharp pain in my left arm, I could not keep back the
exclamation:

“May the devils roast you in hell, Abuk, for your
stupid hate!”

The Professor, who had lost his spectacles and broken
his watch, was much astonished and began to ask the
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meaning of my imprecation. When I told him the story
of Abuk and my photographic tilt with him, he smiled
and said:

“This is really a strange coincidence; but this Mr.
Abuk is truly a rancorous individual!”

But I felt wronged, bruised, and angry and I shall
never forget that damned and damning Quigur.

Old Jenghiz-Khan must have had good reasons for
murdering Abuk, but he ought to have compelled him to
sign a contract that he would not be a bandit after death!



CHAPTER IX
MARRIAGE CUSTOMS OF A PRAIRIE TRIBE

URING the whole summer and until late in the

autumn we traveled the prairie between the Abakan
Mountains and the Siberian Railway. We visited the
left bank of the Yenesei where the Abakan Tartars camp,
a mixed tribe composed of the remains of various Mon-
golian nations who traversed this prairie and left many
of their people upon it. The Abakan Tartars resist
civilization and today have the culture of the thirteenth
and fourteenth centuries which made such a distinct im-
print upon the social and state régime of all Asia. The
Jenghiz or the so-called “prairie law,” intermixed with
Koran regulations, holds sway here and is not modified
or affected by anything of the present.

The family régime has all the characteristics of tribes
leading a nomadic, warlike life in which woman is but
an object of pleasure. She has no value since the nomad
warrior, who may be killed in a fight tomorrow, does not
wish home ties of any permanency. He possesses her
today and tomorrow will leave her without regret or
remembrance; and, when obliged to fly before the enemy,
he will even murder her with his knife to prevent her
falling into the hands of his pursuers. And, if the life
of this nomad be more quiet, he regards woman as a
beast for work only, forcing her to toil from sunrise till

84



MARRIAGE CUSTOMS OF A PRAIRIE TRIBE 8s

late in the night and withholding not only pure, spiritual
love, but even respect for her. This want of love and
respect for women is clearly mirrored in the family life
where the woman is always a servant and slave, from
which fate nothing but an accident can save her.

The Tartar looks about for a wife among the daughters
of his acquaintances but, following the Eastern custom,
never broaches the subject to the girl and does not even
speak with her. He sends gifts to the father, to whom
the matchmaker then says:

“My kunak will at sunrise tomorrow ride a bay horse
round your yurts and will throw on the ground the
knotted strap.”

“Tell your kunak,” answers the father or the brother,
“that he is a thief, and that a bullet will not miss him,
if he approaches our camp again at sunset.”

After this ritualistic exchange the matchmaker receives
gifts for himself and for his friend. The young Tartar,
fulfilling his promise, rides round the yurta and drops
a strap with a knot tied in it. Before sunset, the parents
tie the hands of the girl and leave her in the prairie
covered with a veil. At sunset the young man arrives,
lifts the girl to his saddle and rides towards her yurta.
At this point of the ceremony he must be very careful
and able and have his horse well in hand.

As he passes near the camp, the father or elder brother
gives an alarm cry and shoots at the rider, aiming just
in front of the horse’s head. If the rider does not hear
the cry or is not able to check his horse at once, he
may be shot. This not infrequently happens, though for
another reason. When the father is old and has no son,
he orders one of his workers to shoot at the bridegroom.
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Often such a worker is in love with the daughter of his
master, and hopes by marrying her, to become a free
citizen of the prairie. Seeing his hopes in danger of
frustration, he draws square on the target and gives no
alarm. If the shot be true, the unhappy bridegroom falls
heavily from his horse, and a new hope kindles its fire
in the heart of the family hired man. He runs to the
girl, takes from her wrists the leather thongs, and per-
haps whispers to her simple words of primitive love,
unbridled as the prairie nature.

If the bridegroom succeeds in bringing his chosen one
to his own camp, he sets her down on the ground, re-
maining himself in the saddle and, leading her by the
strap, conducts her round his tent, then cuts the knot
and makes her enter her new home. The rites are now
finished and the next day the young couple will send to
the bride’s parents the kalym or marriage portion, con-
sisting of the cattle, money, and other presents which
the parents have previously stipulated.

Such marriages, in which only the wishes of the man
are taken into consideration and the woman is left with-
out any right to protest, are the cause of frequent trage-
dies in the prairie life. I have spoken already of the
suicides among these unhappy slaves of Tartar wives.
There are also other tragedies, born when the red flower
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